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In this interpretive phenomenological research study, making meaning of teachers 
and children’s experiences of Reggio-inspired documentation takes center stage. Reggio-
inspired documentation is a way of visually stabilizing and bringing meaning to 
experiences, ideas, thoughts and the daily interactions of children and adults (Bonilauri & 
Rubizzi, 2010; Filippini, Trancossi & Vecchi, 2009; Guidici et al, 2001; Rinaldi, 2006). 
Collecting research in The School of Inspiration elementary program brings to light the 
many experiences and possible meanings of Reggio-inspired documentation.  The study’s 
participants consist of 2 teachers, 45 children, and me, as a participant researcher, all 
developing the meaning over time.  
Utilizing observations, photographs, field notes, journal writing and interviews, I 
documented this research study over a number of months.  During this time, I spent hours 
in the environment listening, observing and taking photographs and then reflecting back 
on the experiences. The many experiences developed into three essential themes, 
transformation and growth, noble lives, and connections.  The documentation 
experiences and the beautiful representations of learning and relationships built layers 
and moments that scaffold upon each other.  A deeper look inside these experiences 
revealed how each child and teacher fostered a relationship with documentation carefully 
considering their daily reflection. Reflection led to implications for possible futures in 
elementary education such as maintaining intentional reflection, developing an academic 
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EXPLORING REGGIO-INSPIRED DOCUMENTATION 1 
Chapter One: Research Problem, Purpose and Question 
 My research journey and experience begins with a story of wonder, magic and 
curiosity.  This story is a bridge between past and current experiences, a metaphor for 
childhood memories being in relation to adult learning.  The first time I heard The 
Chronicles of Narnia read aloud at school, I entered a world of wonder by stepping 
through a wardrobe which filled my mind with the possibilities of the creatures I would 
encounter and experiences waiting on the other side.  Even though I didnt have a 
wardrobe of the same style, I envisioned my bedroom closet as an acceptable substitute.  
Every night I opened it up, stepped in and hoped that I could be whisked away to a world 
of magic and dreams.  I was 8 years old when I was first introduced to the world of 
Narnia, and it wasn’t until almost 20 years later that I experienced a world rivaling the 
magic, possibilities and wonder I had wanted to experience in my childhood. 
 I stepped through the doors to the Portland, Oregon based School of Inspiration 3 
years ago and was immediately struck by a world that has been created through 
intentional light, sound, design, and possibly, a small sprinkling of fairy dust!   I was 
surrounded by fairy houses, kaleidoscopes, minarets, and masks all waiting for the 
opportunity to tell their stories.  The environment was captivating.  I felt drawn to the 
experiences that filled the aura of the space.  Each project took me on an adventure, 
guiding me on an experience that would last long beyond the walls of The School of 
Inspiration.   
 My hand was taken during my first visit.  I looked down to see a child no older 
than the age of 6 ready to take me on a walk through the environment.  As we walked she 
told me the story of Bluebell, a fairy who inhabits the school but has yet to be seen.  The 
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children correspond with her and she writes back, sending them clues to her whereabouts, 
sometimes including a little fairy dust for them to hold onto.  I began to picture Bluebell 
and to think about the lives of the children and how they inhabit the space, all while 
looking for trails and traces of their individual identities scattered throughout each project 
we encountered.  During this initial exploration I found myself being drawn to the 
documentation on the walls.  The pull was magnetic, guiding me closer to the panels that 
told stories of building a fairy house, designing a pull-string toy, learning about light and 
teaching each other about looking at the world through different eyes (See Figure 1). 
 
Figure 1: Child Building a Fairy House 
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 Fixated on a documentation panel that beautifully displayed natural materials, I 
moved closer to view a series of photographs beginning with each childs collection and 
exploration of materials.  The teachers posed questions to initiate the exploration, 
including: How can we build and design a fairy house?  What shapes and measurements 
are needed?  As my eyes moved across the photographs, I saw the sequence of 
experiences come to life  the children listening and learning about design, black line 
drawings of initial fairy house designs by each child, the collecting of materials, 
construction, problem-solving and ultimately the completed project.  Scattered 
throughout the photographs were quotes from the children about their experience, how 
they put together their project and stories about the future life of the fairy house.  Each 
picture, quote and question told a story, chronicling the magic and design of each 
experience. 
 As I became drawn to the documentation posted around the environment, I 
wondered what lay behind each set of stories and what the experiences of the teachers 
and children were.  I found myself wanting to more deeply understand the process and 
experience of collecting, interpreting and reflecting on documentation.  I wondered what 
it was like for the teachers to collect photographs, quotes and stories and how the children 
internalized what they saw when they revisited and reflected on their learning.   
 As a participant-researcher, I have a desire to understand, make meaning and 
borrow the collective experiences of the teachers and children in order to come to a 
deeper understanding of what it is like to document in The School of Inspiration.  These 
experiences and questions led me to literature tying this pedagogical documentation to 
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the municipal schools and infant-toddler centers of Reggio Emilia, Italy (Bonilauri & 
Rubizzi, 2010; Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 1993; Filippini, Trancossi & Vecchi, 2009; 
Gandini, Etheredge & Hill, 2008; Guidici et al, 2001; Malaguzzi, 1995; Reggio Children, 
2010; Rinaldi, 2006).  I began to think about the purpose for this research study, which 
was to understand the experiences of using documentation in The School of Inspiration 
and the ways of living the teaching and learning process.  Then, a major question arose: 
What are the teachers and the childrens experiences of documenting in The School of 
Inspiration?  This fundamental question led to the development of three underlying 
questions. 1)  What are the children learning from looking at the documents? 2) What 
meaning do the teachers find in documenting? And 3) What does it mean to be a 
documenter in The School of Inspiration? My fundamental and underlying research 
questions will be outlined further in the methods and design of this research project in 
Chapter Three.   
 Since before the unveiling of the first exhibit of The Hundred Languages of 
Children in 1987, North American Educators have studied the philosophy and pedagogy 
of the municipal schools and infant-toddler centers of Reggio Emilia, Italy.  Inspirational 
and transformative to educational thought and practice, educators have been grappling 
with the contributions of documentation and observation as an integral part of classroom 
pedagogy.  As the experience of using Reggio-inspired practices becomes more widely 
recognized, educators are beginning to push for change in the way we are held 
accountable for what takes place in the classroom community (Gandini, Etheredge, & 
Hill, 2008). My attention is brought to the pedagogical documentation practices in The 
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School of Inspiration and drives me to study and research these experiences of 
documentation. 
 My research study contributes to the reconceptualization of elementary practice 
(K-6), the teaching and learning relationship, and the use of documentation in the 
classroom.  Previous to coming to Portland State University, I was a K-1 educator at an 
accredited private school where education for the elementary child was based on teaching 
from the prescribed curriculum, meeting state standards and making sure that all students 
pass the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) tests, ensuring that 
all students meet benchmark exams as they move to grades 3 and 5.  I wanted to provide 
children with learning experiences that allowed creative expression through music and 
various forms of art.  However, when I proposed learning experiences that combined 
elements of art integrated with science, math and reading standards, I was met with 
resistance and told that I should teach from the curriculum that was offered to me without 
deviation.  I wanted children to be able to live their curriculum through creative avenues 
and I wanted to experience their learning with them as a guide and partner.  My 
frustration led me to explore Reggio-inspired practices and what it was like to make 
learning visible (Guidici et al, 2001). 
 Reggio-inspired practices are not easy and perhaps that is why many educators 
have looked to other methods of accountability, leaning towards the quantitative 
paradigms of learning which can be less time-consuming and arduous.  However, Seidel 
(2008) states, "I don't think it's a problem of time so much as commitment to the deep 
level of rigorous thought and debate that infuses daily life in the Reggio schools" (p. 15).  
The tradition of philosophical justification characterized through documentation, so 
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evident when walking through the doors of the municipal schools in Reggio Emilia, 
embraces a culture of learning focused on the image of the child, the role of the teacher 
and constant questioning about the teaching and learning relationship which dynamically 
shows up in the pedagogical documentation processes.  By studying the experience of 
using documentation in the classroom through phenomenological methods, I seek to 
promote future use of documentation in the classroom; both inside and outside of the 
context I am researching.  
A Problem Arises 
 Armstrong (2006) argues that the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) has caused a 
crisis, moving education away from nurturing students as whole human beings.  
Armstrong (2006) states, “The most destructive legacy of NCLB may turn out to be that 
it hijacks the dialogue in education away from talking about the education of human 
beings and toward a focus on tests, standards and accountability” (p. 8).   We are teaching 
children to become learners with rote memorization skills rather than encouraging critical 
thinking and cognitive growth.  Baker, Aranda and McPheeters (2010) quoted Rinaldi 
when she stated, “I believe that education is an ongoing process of learning, not a product 
or goal to be attained” (p. 10).  Deep thinking and cognitive growth sustains learning by 
giving children authentic experiences, which are in great contrast to the testing practices 
that are demanded in the United States classrooms today (Baker, Aranda & McPheeters, 
2010; Seidel, 2008). 
 Kohn (2004) quoted Marilyn French when she said, “Only extraordinary 
education is concerned with learning; most is concerned with achieving; and for young 
minds; these two are very nearly opposite” (p. 28).  If French’s concern is legitimate, we 
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must question why many teachers have adopted a method of educating students that takes 
all intellectual life out of learning (Kohn, 2004).  Armstrong (2006) discusses how in the 
elementary classroom the drive to meet deadlines, targets and benchmarks takes away the 
adventure, wonder and experience of learning.  Benchmarks and targets have become a 
fundamental problem in the elementary classroom as students resist instruction that is 
inauthentic and decontextualized, leaving little room for individual interpretation and 
representation of self (Armstrong, 2006; Kohn, 2004).  Children are being asked to 
perform tasks and answer questions that require rote recall rather than investigation 
(Kohn, 2004) inevitably demonstrating that the intellectual life of the child is 
disrespected.  This claim represents what Reggio educators call the “poor image of the 
child” (Rinaldi, 2006). 
 Inauthentic and decontextualized curriculum contributes not only to the “poor 
image of the child” (Rinaldi, 2006), but also to a functionary image of the teacher (Ayers, 
1993).  Ayers’ (1993) description of a functionary teacher is one that emerges from the 
reality of work done in classrooms today.  Ayers (1993) states, 
The harsh reality in many schools is a structure that disempowers and deskills, a 
system that prespecifies each teacher’s thoughts and oversees and constrains our 
activities.  In large, impersonal systems, teachers become obedient, they conform, 
and follow rules – we are expected to deliver the curriculum without much 
thought, and control the students without much feeling. (pp. 18-19). 
In short, many elementary classrooms house teachers who follow the rules without 
question and are passive in the face of authority (Freire, 2007).  However, teaching is a 
living act that involves questioning, justification and obligation towards others (Ayers, 
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1993).  At The School of Inspiration, many of these problems dissipate in the pedagogical 
documentation practices (Robertson, Fleet & Patterson, 2006) enacted there which are 
more deeply defined and reviewed in the next chapter’s literature.  Both the poor image 
of the child, and the functionary image of the teacher, as well as inauthentic and 
decontextualized curriculum where children learn didactically seem to be cast off when 
teachers, children and the community practice documentation.  Rinaldi (2006) describes 
documentation as a way of living teaching and learning, which encourages reflection, 
bringing the teacher to the forefront as a researcher and participant in the classroom.  As 
a participant-researcher in The School of Inspiration, I investigated the deeper meaning in 
documentation experiences, and reflected on these ways of living the teaching and 
learning.   
The Purpose of this Research Study 
 New (2003) states, Reggio Emilia has helped bridge the divide between early 
elementary educators in three ways: by revealing new ways for promoting childrens 
academic learning in the realm of big ideas; by offering documentation as a tool for 
studying, sharing, and planning childrens education experiences; and by provoking a 
new way to think about the role of the teacher (p. 37).  Grounded in theories of 
constructivism and social constructivism (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 1993; Gandini, 
Etheredge & Hill, 2008; Hendrick, 1997; Malaguzzi, 1995; Reggio Children, 2010; 
Rinaldi, 2006), practices used in the municipal schools of Reggio Emilia put forth a 
context of learning focused on documentation, collaboration, interaction and group 
problem solving (Guidici, Rinaldi & Krechevsky, 2001).  As the practices become more 
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widely recognized and studied, many U.S. educators are reconceptualizing the way they 
think about teaching and learning, looking towards the values and interpretation of 
curriculum inspired by the philosophy in the municipal schools of Reggio Emilia (New, 
2003). 
 Joseph (1999) quoted Palestis (1994) as he stated, I believe we Americans can 
improve our schools by studying both the structure and pedagogy of Reggio Emilia.  
Indeed the experience of Reggio Emilia proves that the preschool education is not limited 
to simple day care.  Rather, it can be the single most crucial element in the intellectual 
development of children (p. 65).  I am led to consider the values of the educational 
process in Reggio Emilia and the way they think about the image of the teacher. 
 In contrast to the way elementary education is thought of with implementation of 
policies such as NCLB, one of the primary premises of the philosophy in Reggio Emilia 
involves viewing education as a process of social construction where children are seen as 
constructors of their own knowledge (Malaguzzi & Rinaldi, 1995b).  Reggio Children 
(2010) has written about education as an opportunity to bring meaning to the individual 
and collective growth of children by demonstrating that their potentials are recognized 
and respected.   
 Documentation makes visible (Giudici, Rinaldi & Krechevsky, 2001), and gives 
meaning to the learning processes of young children in the elementary classroom.  The 
process of documentation is not easy.  The educator collects photos, videos, narrations 
and reflections, bringing to life representations of learning for children and adults 
(Filippini, Trancossi & Vecchi, 2009).  The visibility of each childs learning processes 
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constructs new realities, restructures ideas, emotions and expectations, and allows for 
experiences to be re-read, all influencing future learning endeavors (Filippini et all, 
2009).  Reggio Children (2010), the organization that oversees the municipal preprimary 
schools and infant-toddler centers in Reggio Emilia, Italy states,  
Documentation is an integral and structuring part of the educational theories and 
teaching practices, as it gives value to, and makes explicit, visible, and accessible 
the nature of the individual and group learning processes of both the children and 
adults, processes which are identified by means of observation and which become 
the common wealth. (p. 12). 
The power of documentation permits teachers to revisit and reinterpret learning 
experiences, by increasing awareness, involvement, communication and evaluation.  In 
its greatest form, documentation conjoins theory and practice (Gandini, 1997; Goldhaber 
& Smith, 1997).  The act of listening, or revisiting experiences is a powerful process, 
increasing awareness of childrens learning and how they learn (White, 2008).   
 The purpose of this research study is to understand the experiences of using 
documentation in The School of Inspiration and the ways of living the teaching and 
learning process.  To reiterate, my fundamental research question is, What are the 
teachers and the childrens experiences of documenting in The School of Inspiration?  
Again, the accompanying three underlying research questions support the meaning 
stemming from the fundamental question, which are all explored more in-depth in the 
method chapter.  
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My beliefs and theories about pedagogical documentation and elementary 
education have led me to explore a theoretical framework composed of five key areas of 
literature.  The literature review supports further research regarding how children make 
meaning of their learning processes and how curriculum and learning experiences can be 
created using inspirations from the municipal preschools and infant-toddler centers in 
Reggio Emilia and a school inspired by their approach, The School of Inspiration. 
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 
 My literature review explores empirical and theoretical studies about perceptions 
and experiences of using documentation, which all influence the design of my research 
study.  Initial research into empirical studies on teachers and childrens perceptions and 
experiences of using documentation in the elementary classroom yielded few results 
(MacDonald, 2007; Stegelin, 2003; Wright, 2008).   
 Inspired by the Reggio Emilia philosophy as an avenue for the communication of 
learning and formative assessment for literacy instruction, MacDonald (2007) studied the 
potentials and uses of pedagogical documentation in five kindergarten classrooms.  
Methods of collaboration, interpretation and face-to-face interviews were combined with 
the collection of photographs, observations and anecdotal notations.  These methods 
demonstrated that the use of pedagogical documentation was essential for teachers to 
develop a deeper understanding about student interests, curiosities and strengths, creating 
an alternative to formative assessment in literacy instruction (MacDonald, 2007).   
 To inform teachers on planning, implementing, documenting and assessing 
preschool to third grade science education, Stegelin (2003) integrated Reggio-inspired 
documentation into a long-term science education project in a second grade classroom.  
This study incorporated photos, written narratives, home/school journaling and teacher 
observations to illustrate the usefulness and potentials of integrating the Reggio Emilia 
philosophy with science standards and benchmarks.   
 Another yearlong study with a group of sixth grade girls used the theoretical and 
philosophical framework inspired by the work in Reggio Emilia, Italy for curricular 
integration in social studies and science (Wright, 2008).  The project completed by the 
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students successfully used observation and written narratives to document the course of 
the project completed over the year.   
 Each of these studies provided insight into how elementary educators weave 
documentation strategies together with standards, benchmarks and various forms of 
assessment in the classroom.  Understanding how other educators used photography, 
observations, interviews and field notes in the elementary context allowed me to begin to 
build a framework to research my question about the experiences of using documentation 
in the classroom through the lens of teacher and child.    
 Beyond the empirical research there is much theoretical research on the use of 
documentation in the elementary classroom which was broadly articulated in the 
literature (Abramson, Robinson & Ankenman, 1995; Danyi, Sebest, Thompson & Young, 
2002; Given, Kuh, Leekeenan, Mardell, Reggitt & Twombly, 2010; Oken-Wright, 2001; 
Salmon, 2007; Schroeder Yu, 2008).  These studies highlight teacher collaboration, in-
depth project work, diverse learning strategies and student perceptions about the use of 
documentation. Still, MacDonald (2007) and Given, Kuh, LeeKeenan, Mardell, Redditt 
and Twombly (2010) note in their research that the empirical knowledge base for 
pedagogical documentation is underdeveloped and an important area of study for 
educators.   
 My literature review is grounded in theory and practice from Reggio Emilia 
embedded in five areas.  Documentation is threaded throughout the theoretical framework 
to bring validity to the practices of making learning visible (Guidici et al, 2001) in the 
elementary classroom.  This review focuses on how documentation, or the phenomena of 
making learning visible (Guidici et al, 2001), brings to life scenes of experiences and 
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learning to further influence curriculum design and learning.  I then look towards the 
renewed image of the teacher, before turning to the hundred languages as a tool to 
understand the ways children learn, curriculum choices and how the environment as the 
third teacher contribute to the learning process.  Using this literature in conjunction with 
information regarding the No Child Left Behind crisis in elementary education 
(Armstrong, 2006; Gay, 2007; Kohn, 2004; Mathison & Ross, 2008), I examine the ways 
educators can reconceptualize elementary education using insights and inspirations from 
Reggio Emilia (Gandini, Etheredge & Hill, 2008). 
Documentation  
 From the perspective of educators in the municipal schools and infant-toddler 
centers in Reggio Emilia, Italy, the practice of documentation can include the following; 
photos, videos, artifacts, transcriptions, written narratives, field notes, observations and 
comments, portfolios and home/school journaling and communication.  These practices 
of documentation are a way of visually stabilizing and bringing meaning to experiences, 
ideas, thoughts and the daily interactions of children and adults (Bonilauri & Rubizzi, 
2010; Cecil & Alexander, 2003; Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 1993; Filippini, Trancossi 
& Vecchi, 2009; Gandini, 1997; Guidici et al, 2001; Reggio Children, 2010; Rinaldi, 
2004; Rinaldi, 2006; Tarini, 1993).  The influence of documentation as a classroom 
practice to making learning visible (Guidici et al, 2001) gives power to the awareness, 
involvement, communication, exchange and evaluation of learning process both for 
teachers and children, archiving traces of history for the future design of learning 
experiences (Gandini, 1997).   
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The municipal schools and infant-toddler centers of Reggio Emilia have written 
about and documented their meaning of documentation, which has been re-interpreted 
and practiced in several early childhood and a handful of elementary classroom 
environments throughout the world (Bonilauri & Rubizzi, 2010; Cecil & Alexander, 
2003; Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 1993; Filippini, Trancossi & Vecchi, 2009; Gandini, 
1997; Guidici et al, 2001; Reggio Children, 2010; Rinaldi, 2004; Rinaldi, 2006; Tarini, 
1993).  To give validity to the practice of documentation in the classroom, it is necessary 
to understand lines of thinking from both the original and reconceptualized practice of 
documentation today.  For the purposes of my research study and further discussion, I 
define documentation as using a digital camera (to capture the learning in photography), 
transcriptions, written narratives, observations and field notes in the elementary context 
to look into, understand, making meaning of and give visibility to learning experiences. 
 Interpretation from Reggio Emilia, Italy 
 Documentation is seen as a visual language, exemplifying the power of making 
learning visible by chronicling experiences and learning (Filippini, Trancossi & Vecchi, 
2009; Gandini, 1997; Guidici et al, 2001; Moran & Tegano, 2005).  Collecting, 
interpreting, reflecting and re-interpreting the many forms of documentation open 
children and adults to the power of the teaching and learning process.  The multiple 
modalities and tools of documentation; observations, photographs, videotapes and student 
work, create a rich and complex view of the child’s thought processes and daily 
interactions (Project Zero, 2003). 
 Essentially, documentation brings to life events, learning, and scenes of 
experiences.  These thoughtful representations contain valuable information as well as 
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creating layers of interpretations for multiple viewers.  This method of researching allows 
the reader, or viewer, to move beyond surface level description to see the in-depth 
illumination of a phenomenon.  The illumination is full-bodied and contextualized when 
the researcher creates a series of photos alongside artifacts, transcriptions or explanations 
(Moran & Tegano, 2005).  However, the discussion and definition of documentation 
cannot be limited to what the viewer sees on displayed panes in the classroom and school.  
The process of gathering information, interpreting, reflecting and deciding what should 
be made visible to the viewer is a complex process of communication and discovery 
(Tarini, 1997).  Acting as an interpretation of learning processes, documentation creates 
an openness toward others and the encounters that take place (Bonilauri & Rubizzi, 2010; 
Rinaldi, 2003). 
 In the elementary classroom, documentation allows children to revisit their 
experiences, facilitate the process of reflection, create memories and provide a unique 
way of communicating their learning and feelings to others (Edwards et al, 1993).  
Serving as a memory of what took place, documentation takes on a powerful role.  
Documentation not only builds group identity, but also helps children understand how 
others learn (Turner & Krechevsky, 2003).  Ultimately, sharing documentation and 
learning to visually understand the process of teaching and learning helps children and 
teachers collaborate and design future learning experiences (Turner & Krechevsky, 
2003). 
 Documentation acts as a fundamental part of a teacher’s practice and curriculum 
development, greatly relating to the way educators look at and understand students 
(Guidici et al, 2001).  “At the moment of documentation (observation and interpretation), 
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the element of assessment enters the picture immediately, that is, in the context and 
during the time in which the experience (activity) takes place” (Guidici et al, 2001, p. 
85).  Initially, this statement could be related to formal assessment.  On a larger scale, 
what Guidici is proposing relates to giving teachers a full understanding of student’s 
likes, dislikes, social growth, identity formation and what could be considered significant 
and insignificant learning, allowing adults to develop an acute sense of awareness to what 
is happening in the classroom (Gandini & Kaminsky, 2004; Vecchi, 2010). 
 The complex nature of children’s interactions in work and play gives validity to 
how documentation assists educators in understanding children’s metacognitive processes 
(Rinaldi, 2006).  In thinking about documentation, we are not looking to receive products 
from our research, but clearly look for the mental paths of children to follow and give 
meaning to their development as an individual.  Therefore, Reggio educators see 
documentation as a dialectic process, infusing a pictorial view of the child’s world, aiding 
and accompanying classroom research and inquiry (Rinaldi, 2006).  Documentation helps 
us understand the questions that teachers research by making visible what cannot be 
heard by verbal language alone, giving a fuller picture of each child’s learning processes. 
 Ultimately, to those in Reggio, documentation is about a pedagogy of listening, 
and the interaction of care, understanding and love (Bonilauri & Rubizzi, 2010; Kroeger 
& Cardy, 2006; Rinaldi, 2006).  Documentation is not simple techniques that can be 
immediately transported to a new context.  The practices of documentation are difficult, 
but also a way of guaranteeing reflection, the honoring of individual differences and 
understanding different methods of assessment and evaluation (Rinaldi, 2003).  The 
power of documentation then unfolds.  By offering children a way to validate their 
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thinking and learning, the educator is pushed to new understandings of the learning and 
teaching process (Tarini, 1993).  The visual representation of learning initiates change, 
and demonstrates the beauty of educational practice at its best (Bonilauri & Rubizzi, 
2010, Gandini & Kaminsky, 2004, Guidici et al, 2001, Tarini, 1993). 
Reggio-Inspired Documentation as Interpreted Outside of Reggio Emilia, Italy 
 Taking inspirations from the municipal schools and infant-toddler centers in 
Reggio Emilia, practices in early childhood classrooms are strengthened by employing 
methods of documentation and reflection, allowing the educator to capture individual and 
group learning.  This practice provides insight into the meaning of interactions, 
explorations, considerations, choices and experiences (New, 2003; Parnell, 2011; 
Robertson & Fleet, 1999).   
 Documentation is considered an integral part of teacher inquiry, allowing teachers 
to represent the everyday processes of teaching and learning, providing a complete 
picture of children’s strengths and abilities (Moran & Tegano, 2005).  Much like written 
language, there is a deep communicative structure in the language of documentation 
(Moran & Tegano, 2005).  The intentionality in the way teachers position and frame 
photographs along with text to convey messages of learning make visible questions, 
challenging the teaching and learning process while also communicating discrepancies, 
strengths and weaknesses about children’s knowledge of what they know and understand 
(Moran & Tegano, 2005).   
 Reggio-inspired documentation serves the purposes of many groups of people, 
including teachers, parents, students and the community as a practice that drives teacher 
and child experience (Kroeger & Cardy, 2006).  Gathering the experiences of children in 
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the classroom provides teachers with an avenue for becoming more experienced in the 
learning and teaching process themselves.  By collecting and studying documentation, 
teachers can exchange ideas with others and better understand the children in their 
classroom (Cadwell, 1997; Hultgren, 1995).  In addition, documentation allows teachers 
to carefully listen and observe children’s growth and sense of community in the 
classroom (Yu, 2008).  Careful use of the documentation process enables others to 
understand what happens in their classroom, committing teachers to professional growth 
and reflection of practice, using documentation as a way to plan future classroom 
activities (Yu, 2008).  Collecting, reflecting and revisiting documentation values learning 
over the outcome or process (Goldhaber & Smith, 1997). 
 When children are allowed to revisit and interpret their experiences, they begin to 
see that their learning processes are taken seriously.  Viewing documentation panels 
helps children develop a sense of justice and being in the world and culture they live in.  
Subconsciously they are encouraged to approach their classroom interactions responsibly 
and with care.  They begin to develop their individual identity (Yu, 2008). 
 The complexities of documentation lie in the way teachers use it in the classroom 
to understand children’s learning experiences.  Making visible the processes and products 
of children’s learning strengthens the understanding of what tools and skills children use 
to represent thinking, questions and feelings (Curtis & Carter, 2000).  Documentation 
then becomes an evolution of behaviors, thinking, responses and opinions, illuminating 
the complete process of learning in the classroom (Wurm, 2005).  Through the visual 
representation of learning processes, documentation gives teachers strong evidence of 
what children are capable of and the ways that they learn, important to the curricular 
EXPLORING REGGIO-INSPIRED DOCUMENTATION 20 
decision surrounding subject matter and learning experiences.  Documentation creates an 
assessment tool about children’s progress, growth and development allowing teachers to 
understand what requirements have been met and to successfully evaluate their 
curriculum and program (Helm, 1998).  Teacher and child are brought closer together; 
building a relationship that is mutual, balanced and maintained through communication 
and interaction (Kroeger & Cardy, 2006).  The relationship built from documentation 
experiences contributes to a stronger image of the child, one that is seen as having 
potentials, capabilities and a strong sense of identity built from classroom experiences.   
 Parnell (2011) notes, “The big ideas in these Reggio-inspired approaches consist 
of capturing and thinking about learning experiences, through observation, 
documentation, interpretation, reflection, and a pedagogy of listening” (p. 6).  As 
educators utilize the processes of documentation as a classroom pedagogy, a shift takes 
place, one that emphasizes process over product, deepening the understanding of 
children’s classroom experiences (Curtis & Carter, 2000).  “Teachers who subscribe to a 
pedagogy of this nature come from a place of curiosity, believe in children’s capabilities, 
and know that they are engaging in a process that is unfolding, not static” (Curtis & 
Carter, 2000, p. xiii).  The respect that comes from the visibility of learning processes, 
through documentation, contributes to an understanding of how our society views 
teachers. 
Renewed Image of the Teacher 
 Students describe teachers as mean, nice, stupid, fair, good and bad (Ayers, 1993).  
The child’s image of the teacher is a rollercoaster, shifting and turning daily, even hourly 
based on positive and negative experiences in the classroom.  Teachers guide children 
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and provide them with understandings about the outside world, teaching them right and 
wrong just as any parent would (Ayers, 1993).  The continual changing image of the 
teacher from the child is shaped by all encounters in the classroom.  Teachers have a 
powerful impact that will touch children’s lives forever (Ayers, 1993). 
 The image of the teacher from a child’s perspective is much different from that of 
the adult’s perspective.  Often, with the push to reach standards and benchmarks, teachers 
are seen as knowledge-givers, caretakers and babysitters rather than researchers, 
facilitators, listeners and observers (Parnell, 2010).  The complexity of teaching allows 
the image of the teacher to evolve from a passive nature to a role that is full of unlimited 
possibilities (Ayers, 1993). 
 The image of the teacher as researcher, written about by the educators of Reggio 
Emilia and Reggio-inspired educators in the United States (Cadwell, 1997; Edwards et al, 
1993; Firlik, 1994a; Firlik, 1994b; Gandini, 1997; New, 1997), is not typically 
intertwined with school life and practice, but acts as a role separate from educators’ 
everyday work with children (Rinaldi, 2003).  However, to define new ways of thinking 
and bring curiosity and values to life, Rinaldi (2003) discusses the “normality of 
research” allowing educators to think of walking through life as an act of research, with 
observation and documentation acting as the tool and filter to use in the daily life of 
children and schooling (Vecchi, 2010).  The interactions and relationships built inside a 
school allow the teacher to revisit, reflect and reinterpret current practices and curricular 
models.   
 Using documentation to make visible the processes of learning provides teacher 
with an opportunity for in-depth inquiry and questioning about the teaching and learning 
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process (Project Zero, 2003).  Teachers become actively involved in their learning 
process as well as those of the children in their classroom.  By observing and 
documenting, educators are able to see into the world of childhood.  Approaches to 
understanding problems, the process of creating solutions and the unanticipated rhythms 
and organization of the day shine through, giving full understanding into a world that 
many adults no longer access in their own memories (Vecchi, 2010).  The processes of 
discussion, reflection, interpretation, evaluation and questioning become a vital and 
central part of classroom practice, allowing teachers to move to a deeper understanding of 
learning and teaching (Project Zero, 2003). 
 As a researcher, the teacher’s role changes and consequently she/he becomes a 
creator, collaborator, partner and co-learner, building a connection between theory and 
practice illuminating a more authentic meaning in teaching (Day, 2008; Hewett, 2001; 
Rinaldi, 2006).  Working as partners, teachers continually enter into dialogue with 
children, ask questions, observe and closely listen to ideas, theories and hypotheses 
becoming a constant classroom researcher (Gandini, 1997).  This renewed image of the 
teacher as researcher, inspired by the work in Reggio Emilia, allows the teacher to leave 
traces and inspirations in the classroom, forging imagination, provocation, stimulation 
and creativity (New, 2008).  The dynamic nature of teacher as researcher is important to 
understanding children’s learning processes and potentials.  As teachers learn about 
children, children’s experiences are strengthened through a deeper understanding of what 
is taking place in the classroom. 
 Because the school is a relationship of interactions between children, teachers and 
families (Day, 2008), the teacher lies inside the learning situation, building partnerships 
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of cooperation and co-learning (Hewett, 2001).  The image of the teacher shifts, from one 
who stands on the outside looking in, to one who constantly questions and theorizes 
about what is taking place in the classroom (New, 2008).  Partnerships and cooperation 
allow teachers to become empowered, constructing curriculum that connects children, 
teachers and families deeply and personally (Day, 2008). 
 Rather than controlling learning through predefined strategies and outcomes, the 
renewed image of the teacher allows for mutual participation in the learning process with 
children (Hewett, 2001).  Participation and action shift focus from finding and teaching 
specific rules, patterns, organized ways of thinking, or easily replicated strategies and 
formulas (Rinaldi, 2006).  Instead the teacher focuses on discovery and dialogue which 
inspires and stimulates knowledge, placing children and adults in situations that allow for 
optimal growth and advance in the learning process (Hewett, 2001).   
In their writing about Loris Malaguzzi, founder of the educational philosophy in 
Reggio Emilia, Gandini, Etheredge and Hill (2008) state, “Malaguzzi felt that teachers 
have the task of giving orientation, meaning, and value to the experience of schools and 
children.  Teachers are the ones who construct and constitute the interweaving and 
connections, the web of relationships, in order to transform them in significant 
experiences of interactions and communications” (p. 53).  By listening, observing and 
documenting children’s learning processes, teachers engage in deep reflection, 
questioning and putting forth new theories of teaching and ideas of learning (Firlik, 
1994a; Hewett, 2001), allowing the teacher to understand their practice in a more 
intimate way. 
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 Through reflection, collaboration and discussion, teachers become critically 
conscious of the teaching and learning process (Hewett, 2001).  The unique role and 
image of the teacher as researcher, co-learner and collaborator challenges the educators’ 
imagination by considering new responsibilities and the benefits of all the diverse 
perspectives in the classroom (New, 2008).  In Making Teaching Visible, a teacher 
discusses the value of collaboration and documentation with children.  He shares that the 
process of sharing and reflecting brings him closer to the children, building a relationship 
that demonstrates his respect for what they do in the classroom and his role as a 
documenter (Project Zero, 2003).  This process allows the teacher to become refined, 
building a multidisciplinary background that values and appreciates curiosity, 
questioning, group learning and project-based curriculum and most importantly the idea 
of research as a classroom practice (Rinaldi, 2006).   
 New (2007) discusses how Reggio Emilia puts forth a new vision and 
interpretation of the early childhood educator.  The reconceptualization of the role we 
have previously come to know is challenging but ultimately rewarding to children.  As 
the educator builds a deep respect for children and an unyielding curiosity and 
exploration about the process of teaching and learning, exploration and innovation is 
fostered in the classroom (New, 2007).  Malaguzzi’s vision of the teacher helps me 
understand New’s (2007) ideas about the renewed image of the teacher.  Malaguzzi 
believed that the teacher is at the forefront, acting as the director, or in the background, 
sitting in the audience.  The teacher is emotional, enthusiastic, skeptical, sweet and stern, 
creating a mutually balanced relationship built on respect for one another (Rinaldi, 2006). 
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 As educators renew their image of the teacher, they can break away from the 
confines that have previously defined their work – the confines of rules, regulations, 
standards and preconceived notions of children’s learning processes that have not been 
defined by classroom documentation and deep reflection on the learning process.  
Teachers will be able to grow as their children grow, learn as their children learn, and 
provide pathways to the questions that children’s ask, not touching knowledge on the 
surface, but probing deeper until children burst open with information and excitement.  
Then, the deeper meaning of teaching truly comes forth, one of connection between 
theory and practice that encourages growth, discovery, imagination and creativity, made 
visual through the child’s use of their many different languages and modes of expression. 
The Hundred Languages 
 This short excerpt from the poem by Loris Malaguzzi, No Way The Hundred is 
There (Reggio Children, 2005) demonstrates the many capacities for learning.  
The child is made of one hundred.  The child has a hundred languages, a hundred 
hands,  a hundred thoughts, a hundred ways of thinking.  The child has a hundred 
languages (and a hundred hundred hundred more) but they steal ninety-nine.  The 
school and the culture separate the head from the body.  And thus they tell the 
child that the hundred is not there.  The child says: No way.  The hundred is there. 
(Reggio Children, 2005). 
The hundred languages concept aids with the understanding of the extraordinary 
potentials of children and their creative processes (Abramson, 2008; Reggio Children, 
2010).  The wonder of learning is heavily contrasted in this poem as Malaguzzi attempts 
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to make visible the unfortunate case of schooling today that isolates children into one 
mode of learning at a time. 
 One of the primary challenges of education in the 21st century is understanding 
how to use all the children’s capacities as wide sweeping national reforms imply not to 
do so (Armstrong, 2006; Kohn, 2004).  Rinaldi (2006) sees “the hundred languages as a 
lake with many, many sources flowing into it” (p. 193).  It is really a dialogue of many 
different languages together that builds interconnection and interdependency (Rinaldi, 
2006).  All hundred languages and a hundred-hundred more interact and cooperate with 
one other, weaving and multiplying together allowing children to communicate deeply 
and meaningfully (Abramson, 2008; Reggio Children, 2005; Reggio Children, 2010; 
Rinaldi, 2006).   
 The hundred languages metaphor offers educators a new and refreshed vision for 
curriculum choices in today’s schools (Abramson, 2008).  Today’s schools are heavily 
concerned with children understanding how to communicate and verify their knowledge 
of subjects and skills to educators.  The hundred languages gives children a wide variety 
of communicative strategies for achieving educational excellence, while also being 
equitable in how children are educated (Abramson, 2008).  
 To make visible the meaning of the hundred languages, the educators of Reggio 
Emilia put together a traveling exhibit, communicating respect for children with the hope 
that each piece of documentation would convey messages of courage, optimism, 
awareness, and confidence about each of the child’s many languages (Gandini, 2000; 
Reggio Children, 2005).  The courageous effort to make visible a statement about the 
thoughts, ideas, experiences, talents and beliefs about the interests of children created a 
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movement towards understanding the meaning of the hundred languages (Fantuzzi & 
Gertani, 1987).  The long and complex journey of the exhibit and work of educators in 
Reggio Emilia increases the awareness of each child’s need for self-expression of 
theories, making visible the unseen processes of children everyday. 
 The theory of the hundred languages is supported by the work of the ateliers (also 
referred to as studios) in Reggio Emilia and now elsewhere in the world.  Vecchi (2010) 
shares that the atelier is a “metaphor for a place of research where imagination, rigor, 
experiment, creativity and expression would interweave and complete each other” (p. 
xviii).  This place of research and creativity that Vecchi (2010) speaks of is not a private 
space separated from the curriculum and school culture (Gandini, Etheredge & Hill, 
2008).  It is intended to be a peaceful atmosphere where children can explore and study 
the many languages that define them (Gandini et al, 2008).  These studio spaces offer 
children multiple opportunities for expression and representation through the use of many 
materials and multiple forms of media (Cadwell, 1997; Gandini, 1997; Vecchi, 2010).  
The atelier can be viewed as a center of culture (Edwards et al 1993), where children 
build theories and allow materials to shape their experiences (Cadwell, 1997). 
 The atelier serves multiple functions.  “First, it provides a place for children to 
become masters of all kinds of techniques, such as painting, drawing, and working in clay 
– all the symbolic languages.  Second, it assists the adults in understanding processes of 
how children learn” (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 1993, p. 120).  The atelier acts as a 
space where the multiple modalities for representation are combined with project work 
(Vecchi, 2010), allowing children to make connections between materials and create 
responses to the way they experience and internalize the world (Cadwell, 1997).  The use 
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of materials in Reggio Emilia for expression and representation gives children 
opportunities to gain competence in the hundred languages and to represent their thinking 
in ways other than writing and speaking, increasing their understanding about their 
relationship with the world (Cadwell, 1997; Edwards et al, 1993; Vecchi, 2010).  This 
awareness and understanding gives children many paths to communication, promoting 
cognitive, symbolic and expressive freedom (Edwards et al, 1993).   
 For educators and other adults, the atelier gives them a deep understanding of how 
experiences are shaped through the use of materials (Cadwell, 1997).  Adults are able to 
visualize the processes of children’s thinking through paint, clay, paper projects and the 
other varieties of creative expression that take place in the atelier.  Essentially, the atelier 
provides a fresh and original approach to understanding the learning process (Vecchi, 
2010).  This freshness and originality allows educators to understand how the hundred 
languages, or the expressive and representative freedom in learning, can contribute to the 
elementary curriculum.  Learning through multiple media then becomes an integral and 
inseparable piece of the learning process, contributing to the ways children express what 
they cognitively know (Gandini, 1997).  This learning is strengthened by the use of 
documentation in the atelier.  Documentation in the atelier teaches through the 
environment, capturing the learning and individual voices on panels and three 
dimensional representations displayed throughout the school (Parnell, 2011).  Integrating 
documentation into the classroom pedagogy and embedding expressive and symbolic 
freedom of the hundred languages in the elementary curriculum allows educators to see 
how learning moves to a deeper level of understanding.  
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Curriculum Choices 
 Documented and observed encounters with children allow educators to see a 
world of possibilities in relation to curriculum.  Curtis and Carter (2000) state, “Close 
observation helps us to see that childhood is filled with curiosity, creativity, and 
unlimited possibility.  Children are born to dive in, take apart, rearrange, and invent, 
using whatever captures their imagination and curiosity for a whim or an intense 
purpose” (p. 45).  The use of documentation as a classroom pedagogy allows curriculum 
to come alive.  Photographs permit adults to see into the classroom curriculum, providing 
them with insight on the processes of learning and teaching (Guidici et al, 2001).  
 When I think of traditional elementary curriculum, what comes to mind are 
brightly colored, spiral bound books containing a sequence of skills that children are 
required to learn in a given subject.  I think of charts and grids that define assessment and 
scripted lesson plans giving you the exact phrases of what to say to children in the 
beginning, middle and end of each lesson.  Without room for error, the teacher is 
supposed to flawlessly move though and provide children with learning experiences to 
advance their knowledge base, hopefully increasing their test scores on the next 
standardized assessment that is put in front of the student (Armstrong, 2006; Gay, 2007; 
Kohn, 2004; Mathison & Ross, 2008).  What these spiral bound books do not tell you are 
what the children are interested in, wonder about, where their curiosity lies.  There are no 
instructions on what to do if a child has a probing question about something that is related 
to what they are learning, but not in the lesson design you are set to follow.  This leads 
the teacher to wonder about deviating and living with the curriculum changes or brushing 
off the question and telling the child that she will get to it later.  
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 Publishing companies such as Harcourt Brace and McGraw Hill have dominated 
the educational world with their series for classroom educators and their easy-to-follow 
curriculum plans.  Many publishers work with individual states to incorporate standards 
into each lesson, ensuring that teachers are teaching what is required.  The use of 
predefined curriculum comes from mandates put forth by NCLB, where decisions are 
being made in top-down environments.  These environments are characterized by 
individuals with great political power such as legislators and governors, making choices 
and decisions about educational programs and procedures to be used in the classroom 
(Armstrong, 2006).  The federal intervention previously shared demonstrates strong 
partnerships between publishing corporations and politicians (Mathison & Ross, 2008).  
These ongoing relationships have contributed to our development of standards and 
benchmarks in conjunction with the colorful, spiral bound curriculum models commonly 
used throughout United States classrooms. 
 Jorgensen and Hoffmann (2003) state, “New regulations are being developed in 
an environment that recognizes that schools and districts work best when they are 
allowed to exercise more flexibility and control over teaching methods, while also being 
held accountable for results” (p. 6).  However, the flexibility and control over teaching 
methods that was previously recognized have disappeared in a standard’s based testing 
environment focused on the knowledge that students are required to demonstrate (Gay, 
2007).  Required knowledge and skills are defined through the benchmarks and standards 
that teachers use within the classroom.  With grade-level standards and benchmarks in 
play, Kohn (2004) raises questions about what experiences were taken away from the 
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educational experience and what activities will be given to children to allow full growth 
of cognitive capacity.     
 The heavy focus on reading, writing and mathematics has laid the groundwork for 
standardized testing as a method of assessing children’s knowledge and skills, developing 
a culture of importance around personal performance, autonomy and individualization 
(Armstrong, 2006; Turner & Krechevsky, 2003).  Placing heavy emphasis on standards 
and outcomes narrows the educators’ view of learning.  Emphasis lies on the product, 
instead of the processes, patterns or beliefs that influence learning (Kroeger & Cardy, 
2006).  Education for the elementary child has been diminished to activities that are 
measurable, encouraging curricular focus around accomplishments, assessments and 
outcomes that relates more to what the school/teacher has done rather than what the child 
really walks away understanding in enduring ways (Firlik, 1996). 
 “Educating toward the understanding of math, science, or any other discipline is 
one thing; educating toward human understanding is another.  Information, though 
necessary, is not sufficient for this depth of understanding.  Explanations, which are also 
indispensable, are still not enough for true understanding” (Rinaldi, 2003, p. 4).  Firlik 
(1996) echoes Rinaldi’s (2003) sentiments and it relates why curriculum is molded out of 
one idea, or standard.  In this way, education is based on what children have to know and 
accomplish, rather than a deep interest in certain subjects.   
 Currently, the United States is deeply invested in finding ways to scientifically 
justify educational practice through the development of standardized testing and 
obtainable outcomes, forgetting that there are many ways to assess what children know 
and understand (Seidel, 2008).  Instead, education needs to be thought of as a process that 
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is ongoing, rather than a goal that is attained (Baker, Aranda & McPheeters, 2010).  
However, extreme focus is put on writing, reading and math as a product of the 
development of grade-level standards and benchmarks (Armstrong, 2006).  English and 
math standards lay groundwork for standardized testing and teaching to the test 
(Armstrong, 2006) as a method of instruction.  Not only does this method of instruction 
reduce effectiveness of learning, students are jeopardized because they are not receiving 
the benefits of a broader education (Gay, 2007).  
 Essentially, the standards and benchmarks that define student learning can be 
categorized under the saying, ‘one size fits all’ (Armstrong, 2006) and that a small 
percentage of students in the classroom’s needs are being met by predetermined 
outcomes and curriculum (Mathison & Ross, 2008).  This growing problem demonstrates 
the difference of doing versus being (Firlik, 1996) and pushes change agency-seeking 
educators towards the inspired practices of Reggio Emilia.  Educational goals in Reggio 
Emilia sharply contrast with the growing importance on testing and competitive learning 
environments (New, 2003, p. 38).  Instead, the municipal schools and infant-toddler 
centers in Reggio Emilia take on the goal of advancing thinking, rather than pure 
replication of specific goals or outcomes (Hewett, 2001).  Emphasis lies on the process of 
learning and not the end goal (Baker, Aranda & McPheeters, 2010), making sure that 
each student is given learning experiences nestled in activities that parallel with their 
interests.  Learning in this way ensures that each student has the opportunity to retain 
what they are receiving, placing value on what is taught in the classroom. 
 Contrasting NCLB’s development and practices, literature and research about the 
municipal schools in Reggio Emilia indicates that education is minimally about rules and 
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routines that inform practice (Abbot & Nutbrown, 2001; Cadwell, 2003; Edwards et al, 
1993; New, 2003; Wurm, 2005).  Because of the negotiation of curriculum between 
teacher and child, objectives grow from observations, discussion, documentation, and 
lived experiences.  An important element of this philosophy is that teachers, students and 
even parents are involved in curriculum planning (negotiated curriculum).  As educators 
we can only learn about children’s interests from the children themselves so interactions 
should be about what the children are thinking, learning and planning (Edwards et al, 
1993). 
 Children need to be given purposeful and sustainable learning experiences that 
begin with their interests, ideas and theories (Baker, Aranda & McPheeters, 2010; Firlik, 
1996).  Children should be given opportunities to “learn by doing,” for active problem 
solving, to demonstrate the power of curiosity and creativity, and to interact with their 
environment, creating patterns, relationships and connections (Baker, Aranda & 
McPheeters, 2010; Firlik, 1994b).  This type of education creates a depth of 
understanding that goes beyond the surface into understanding of subject and theory that 
is not seen by first glance (Reggio Children, 2010).  Grounded in social constructivism, 
curriculum in Reggio Emilia is inspired by children’s interests, likes, considerations 
about the world (Kroeger & Cardy, 2006).  There is a strategy of thought and attention as 
curriculum unfolds from both children and teachers determining the course of learning 
and investigation (Hewett, 2001; Reggio Children, 2010). 
 Documentation takes a unique role in making visible the strategies, curiosity and 
creativity of learning experiences.  To make curriculum and learning visible, teachers 
must embrace the idea that documentation is a central part of the teaching and learning 
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process (Project Zero, 2003).  Informing teachers of how children learn and allowing 
them to see thought processes and experiences at a deeper level, documentation helps 
shape the design of future learning (Project Zero, 2003).  The interplay between the 
questions and practical issues that teachers face in their classroom regarding the teaching 
and learning process (Project Zero, 2003) allows documentation to become central to 
school life.  Teachers can then begin to understand, reflect and develop better 
instructional approaches, taking an active role in each child’s learning experiences.   
 Curriculum takes on an in-depth approach that is not constrained by time, 
standards or benchmarks (Firlik, 1996).  Instead, with collaboration between children and 
teachers, projects unfold, or emerge over time (Tarini, 1997).  Firlik (1994a) points out 
the role of projects in the curriculum as promoting deep understanding by actively 
engaging individual interests, providing relevance and connection to the child’s world.  
As children’s learning is documented, teachers take an active role in the learning process 
through questioning and observation, making them a partner instead of an onlooker to 
what is taking place (Gandini, 2008).   
 Classroom projects may last for several months or a few days, beginning with an 
idea from teacher or child, or simply start from a chance encounter (Gandini, 2008).  
Projects are actions with the environment, providing a structure or narration to learning 
experiences for both teacher and child (Firlik, 1996; Gandini, 2008).  Further, in Reggio 
Emilia, project work, termed as progetazzione, has a distinctively hard to define meaning.  
Progetazzione is: 
A deeply complex projection of a plan for inquiry and study.  Progettazione can 
take many forms and has no clear English corollary.  It is similar to an 
EXPLORING REGGIO-INSPIRED DOCUMENTATION 35 
architectural plan that  develops with a lot of people and over time; it projects 
forward the curriculum ideas at hand.  In this way the curriculum can emerge and 
be negotiated between children, parents and teachers.  Progetazzione can be 
environmental, daily life, or self-managed. These study-projects evolve out of an 
emerging curriculum, that which is based on the surfacing of children’s interests. 
(Helm & Parnell, 2010, p. 3).   
Reggio-inspired practitioners grapple with a full sense of progetazzione through our own 
project work.  Projects in the curriculum can be seen as a path, or journey that is not 
established in advance but rather evolves from listening, discourse and negotiation 
(Forman & Fyfe, 1998; Rinaldi, 2006).  Projects are not activities, but a daily act of 
living, emerging from observation and reflection (Rinaldi, 2006; Tarini, 1997).  Thinking 
this way encourages individuals to think of school and curriculum as life, instead of an 
act separate from living. 
 Rinaldi (2003) believes that school is not simply a preparation for what comes 
beyond its walls, but is an act of life, creating the possibility for innovation, creativity, 
doubt, error and uncertainty.  Through responsive curriculum that is flexible, contextual, 
emergent and negotiated, children develop competencies about the world they live in 
(Gandini, 1997; Rinaldi, 2006).  Discourse helps to support development of meaning 
from experiences and teachers commit to a method of instructing students that allows for 
questioning, problem-solving and reflection, all done in a community of respect and 
learning (Forman & Fyfe, 1998).  Importance shifts from educating part of the child to 
the whole child and from doing to being (Firlik, 1996).  The experience and meaning of 
the classroom curriculum is enhanced by the use of documentation as a classroom 
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pedagogy and interactions of the environment, which is viewed as the third teacher in 
Reggio Emilia.   
Environment as the Third Teacher 
 The classroom environment is an essential element in children’s education, 
allowing for exploration, creation, and interaction, supporting students in their individual 
and collective pursuit of interests.  In the municipal pre-primary schools of Reggio 
Emilia, the environment is the third teacher, giving meaning to the learning process, 
demonstrating the many values inherent to the school culture (Edwards et al, 1993).  The 
environment promotes wholeness and integrity, highlighting the aspects of individual and 
social construction of self in the students’ primary culture.  This construction of self 
encourages the growth of teacher and student relationships, building democracy, vital to 
the idea of participation within the environment.   
 For children, teachers and parents to feel at ease, democracy must be practiced in 
the day-to-day living, illuminating co-participation and group problem-solving (Ceppi & 
Zini, 1998).  Further, the environment is seen as a relational place, bringing new meaning 
to education and the teaching and learning process through the uses of documentation and 
making learning visible.  These values of democracy, co-participation, making learning 
visible, and promoting relational spaces have been the building blocks on which 
educational spaces in the municipal schools of Reggio Emilia have been created (Rinaldi, 
2006).  Many of us have been inspired by the authentically documented displays of such 
strongly held values, thus recognizing the value documentation plays in the process of 
articulating children’s learning. 
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 In the United States, early learning and elementary environments often stand in 
sharp contrast to those in Reggio Emilia, due in part to our lack of visible learning 
documentation and overburdening focus on tests and meeting benchmarks, overlooking 
the learning experiences.  Curtis and Carter (2003) argue, “Spaces are seldom put 
together with conscious, sustained attention to the values they communicate or the effect 
they have on the children and adults who spend their days in them” (p. 13).  Often the 
layout is hard and institutional, lacking warmth and creativity.  As a result, it is possible 
that children will become uncomfortable, experiencing fatigue and tension (Curtis & 
Carter, 2003).  Curtis and Carter’s (2003) work supports school environments feeling like 
a home away from home where they respond to individual needs and empower children 
in the learning process.  When children feel comfortable and secure, healthy development 
and learning take place, allowing active bodies and imaginations to grow (Curtis & 
Carter, 2003; Greenman, 2005).  Essentially, the environment is one of the most 
important factors in the way the child learns (Ayers, 2001; Firlik, 1994a). 
 Bringing in a high-quality design of educational spaces is a creative process, 
stemming from architecture, pedagogy, and social and cultural influences (Rinaldi, 2006).  
Each design gives a school meaning.  This meaning does not come from the pieces of 
furniture, art and other items that can be placed around the room, but from a way of 
thinking about the philosophy and teaching and learning relationship (Rinaldi, 2006).  
The space that is being created promotes the life of young children and the future of their 
education (Rinaldi, 2006). 
 Creating educational space allows knowledge to emerge through academic, 
emotional and social interactions.  This knowledge represents the changes and actions of 
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the individuals who inhabit the space, through the learning and teaching process (Rinaldi, 
2006).  Each environment contains stimuli that influences experiences and constructive 
learning while also conveying many educational messages (Edwards et al, 1993).  To 
create knowledge, the environment must make all individuals who enter feel comfortable 
and at ease (Edwards et al, 1993).  Reggio-inspired classrooms are not only family-like 
environments of mixed age groupings, but are organized in a way that promotes problem-
solving in the learning process (Edwards et al, 1993).  The environment creates a space 
that allows for the emergence of knowledge that previously was not there, as well as the 
growth of individual and collective identities (Rinaldi, 2006). 
 Projects take place in relation to the space and are built from beliefs and ideas.  
They don’t just happen in the space and they are not removed upon completion, they are 
part of it, making a home on the walls, floor and part of the everyday décor for children 
to look at, learn from and make meaning for future work (Ceppi & Zini, 1998).  This 
described everyday décor becomes the trails and traces of learning left throughout the 
environment.  Documentation placed throughout the space has the power to educate, 
inform and provide awareness to parents and other visitors of children’s potentials and 
capacities, as well as showing what happens in the classroom everyday (Edwards et al, 
1993).  Malaguzzi stated, “The walls of our preprimary schools speak and document.  
The walls are used as spaces for temporary and permanent exhibits of what the children 
and the adults make come to life” (Edwards et al, 1993, p. 146).  The conditions of the 
environment dramatically affect the way children work and play, acting as a container of 
interaction, exploration and stimuli (Edwards et al, 1993). 
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 Knowledge, experiences, personal links and ways of thinking that come from all 
the individuals who inhabit the environment, provide an intense space full of quality and 
authenticity.  As children grow, curriculum ideas and interests change and, the identity of 
the space is constantly manipulated and transformed to fit the changing perspectives of 
children and adults.  This change takes place during the day and throughout the year, 
giving meaning to the experimentation and individualization of curriculum and 
interactions (Ceppi & Zini, 1998). 
 Interactions between children, teachers and parents lend themselves to the 
formation of the classroom and school community, turning individual meaning into 
shared meaning.  Foregrounded by documented learning that engages the community, the 
quality of the space encourages exchange of ideas, participation, shared values, 
reciprocity among individuals and excitement of learning all influencing documentation 
and learning made visible (Ceppi & Zini, 1998). 
 Taking a page from Reggio Emilia’s early learning environments, several early 
childhood and elementary educators in the United States have studied the power of 
educational spaces and how they contribute to the learning process (Cadwell, 1997; 
Curtis & Carter, 2003; Firlik, 1994a; Parnell, 2011; Reinisch & Parnell, 2006; Wurm, 
2005). The environment has a certain power, one to organize, build relationships and 
create choices (Firlik, 1994a).  The classroom is a canvas where students create their own 
body of work, with assistance from the teacher.  The space can be lived in and changed 
often to facilitate learning and communication.  Essentially, the ways in which the 
classroom can be redefined points to the organization of the space (Wurm, 2005). 
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 The values and ideas demonstrated in children’s spaces have aesthetic and 
emotional qualities.  Curriculum happens throughout the classroom, making use of the 
physical context of light, sound, color, smell, textures and appearance of natural materials 
(Reinisch & Parnell, 2006).  The individuality of the soft, open and flexible space 
consists of many different identities.  The identity of a space for young children cannot be 
defined by standards, codes, rules and regulations but rather by aesthetic qualities 
(Reinisch & Parnell, 2006).  As a living, changing system, the environment is structured 
to be modifiable, changed based on the needs of the children and a canvas where 
documentation can unfold, allowing children to revisit past experiences (Parnell, 2011).  
Cadwell (1997) elaborates, 
Further, an environment that educates, holds the presence of all those who live, 
work and play within it, even when they are not there.  It speaks of their presence 
through their ideas expressed in drawing, clay, sculpture, words, and numbers.  It 
speaks of their presence through their photographs and their names.  The 
environment as an educator has something to say – it communicates through the 
clear voices of children, teachers, and parents the depth of learning and the 
thinking that takes place in it.  The voices are rich and varied and speak in many 
languages – the languages of numbers, words, sculpture, and graphics, to name a 
few” (p. 93). 
Cadwell (1997) demonstrates the power that documentation plays in the environment, 
promoting relationships, understanding, curiosity, and expression.  The various forms of 
documentation create webs of learning, expressing the complex nature of learning that is 
manipulated and transformed daily in the environment (Cadwell, 1997).  
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Summary  
 Exploring empirical and theoretical literature about the perceptions and 
experiences of making learning visible (Guidici et al, 2001) has provided me with a deep 
understanding of how educators use documentation to make meaning of what children 
do, the teaching and learning process and the day-to day interactions that take place.  
Firlik (1996) quoted James in his article when she said, “What really matters in the lives 
of young children is how they spend their day at school” (p. 220).  Understanding the 
wide-scope of literature on making learning visible and pedagogical documentation 
theories and research in the elementary and early childhood years brings a new depth into 
the decision-making process in the elementary classroom.  Curriculum, documentation, 
the renewed image of the teacher, the hundred languages, curriculum choices and the 
environment are approached with more care and consideration than before as educators 
and children visit and re-visit learning experiences in documentation.  The value of 
making learning visible (Guidici et al, 2001) demonstrates children are taken seriously, 
placing importance on their daily efforts in the learning environment. 
 Research on the Reggio Emilia educational approach suggests that the use of 
documentation is essential to the future of learning and teaching in the elementary 
classroom.  The practices of documentation makes visual what is normally unseen by the 
human eye through direct observation.  Photography and other forms of pedagogical 
documentation make explicit what the child and teacher wonder about and what they 
know and understand.  Viewing documentation allows educators to visit, revisit and 
reinterpret the experiences of children and make meaning of what they know and 
understand.  Furthermore, children can consider questions and theories as they use 
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documentation to understand their own experiences and this changes what learning and 
teaching looks like in the elementary classroom. 
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Chapter Three: Approaches and Methods 
 I conducted a phenomenological study to understand the lived experience of using 
documentation for the children and teachers in The School of Inspiration.  I acted as a 
documenter (participant-researcher), observing, taking field notes and analyzing 
photographs to borrow the experiences (Vagle, 2009; van Manen, 1990) of children and 
teachers by immersing myself in The School of Inspiration.  I used documentation to 
make learning visible (Guidici et al, 2001) in the elementary classroom and to capture 
and study the documentation experiences of children and teachers in The School of 
Inspiration. 
Design 
 My qualitative research design is grounded in methods of phenomenology.  This 
lived experience is the account of teachers and children practicing, reflecting and 
interpreting the meaning of documentation as an approach to making learning visible 
(Guidici et al, 2001) in the elementary classroom, helping to make meaning and bring 
new understanding to the role of documentation in The School of Inspiration.  Resulting 
themes, discussion, implications and conclusions bring to life the points of view of 
teachers and children as elements of documentation are visited and revisited to determine 
their meaning.  The exploration of data took place over 7 months  4 months to collect 
and gather data, and 3 months for analysis and interpretation. 
 Experiences of using documentation and its impact on the teaching and learning 
process are revealed through a phenomenological approach, bringing the lived experience 
to the forefront through observation, documentation and reflection.  From photographs, 
observations, field notes, journaling and interview transcriptions, experiences were 
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sought to deepen the understanding of the teaching and learning process in an elementary 
school program that utilizes Reggio-inspired documentation.  The experience of using 
documentation in the elementary classroom, and providing children, teachers and myself 
with an avenue for reflection and interpretation of past learning experiences, aimed to 
understand the vitality of using the inspired practices from Reggio Emilia, specifically 
documenting to make learning visible. 
 I believe that each voice  the childs and teachers  was fundamental to 
understanding the experience of using documentation.  I sought a perspective of learning 
that cannot be seen through traditional modalities  such as testing, or paper and pencil 
assessments of learning. This other perspective allowed for deeper insight and reflection 
on how children learn, what they believe about their processes of learning and their 
reflection on each learning experience.  As a participant-researcher in the environment, I 
aimed to understand the experience of being a documenter in The School of Inspiration 
through the interviews and reflections of the teachers.  Documentation, teacher interviews 
and reflection, made it possible for me to make meaning of each experience and what it is 
like to capture learning in the elementary classroom.  The experience and interpretation 
of documentation retold from the teachers point of view allowed for greater insight into 
the way adults view children, reflection about what took place in the classroom, and 
deeper understanding of the meaning found in each set of documented experiences.  
 Context 
The research experience was conducted in the context of Portland, Oregons The 
School of Inspiration (pseudonym), a full day, 11-month private elementary school.  This 
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school, in its third year of operation, is located in a quiet neighborhood of Northwest 
Portland, open to a diverse population of children coming from many of the surrounding 
metropolitan areas.  The two head teachers share expertise in cognitive development, 
literacy, design technology, science and math innovation, inquiry, documentation 
strategies, ecological education and the arts.  Additionally, they share extensive 
experience studying and working with inspired practices from the municipal schools in 
Reggio Emilia, Italy.  They come to The School of Inspiration as seasoned teachers, 
having worked with students ranging in age from 3 to 14 years. 
 In addition to the collective efforts that these two teachers bring to The School of 
Inspiration, they individually bring specific expertise.  Jane (pseudonym) holds a 
doctorate in science education as well as an administrative certificate and masters in 
elementary education.  Jane has experience as an elementary school teacher, school 
principal, and college faculty member.  Joan (pseudonym) has previously been an 
elementary school teacher for children ages 5 to 11.  Joan has a passion for literacy and 
engages children daily in the writing process, story telling and the inspiration and 
imagination gained from the production of these processes.   
 The children, grades K-6, also add to the dynamic community of The School of 
Inspiration.  Coming from a variety of areas in Portland, the demographics provide the 
school with a rich combination of perspectives, experiences and lifestyles.  Of the 45 
children enrolled at The School of Inspiration, one third of the population receives free or 
reduced tuition based on their familys financial situation.  Each child has something to 
contribute, whether it be their love of dance, art, science or reading.  Some children are 
quiet, hoping to find their place in the community through artistic expression and inquiry,  
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while others are outgoing, helping and encouraging others to reach their dreams and 
potentials.  
 The parents also contribute to the community of The School of Inspiration 
through their own skills and expertise.  They often enter the classroom environment ready 
to share with the children what they know about science, art, nature and other cultures.  
Often, they are integrated into the curriculum, working with children on inquiry projects 
focused around their specific areas of expertise.  Each day, the parents interact with the 
children and teachers during drop-off and pick-up.  These interactions allow for a deep 
level of communication and awareness on the life of their child.   
 As a participant-researcher, I have been spending time with the teachers and 
children at The School of Inspiration on a weekly basis for 3 years.  When I enter the 
environment each week, the intention is not to sit back and observe, but to participate 
with the children.  This participant-researcher style aims to understand the full potentials, 
strengths and weaknesses about each child.  I take a hands-on approach, asking questions 
about what the children are learning, attempting to gain an understanding about the 
processes taken to complete whatever project they are working on.  Working with the 
children in this way I have developed a level of familiarity in the environment, allowing 
me to position myself as an educator, researcher and someone who is a resource for the 
children if they need to ask a question.  My description of the context at The School of 
Inspiration comes from my encountered experiences in the environment while some of 
the descriptions come from my reflective journal, handbook reviews, school website, and 
listening to the conversations of the head teachers.    
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 Joans and Janes hope created a school where they were freed from some of the 
political constraints that limit the dreams and opportunities of our children while still 
providing students with a strong academic framework.  Building an atmosphere of 
learning, collaboration, reflection, community contribution, leadership and civic 
engagement, children are able to shape unique questions and interpretations of the 
surrounding world.  These principles are supported through the environment at The 
School of Inspiration, where children work together as a community of learners.  
Collaborative learning areas flow through the school where olders (ages 8-12) are often 
seen working with youngers (ages 5-7), sitting in partnerships or groupings around a 
table rather than in desks lined up neatly in rows.  Often children are found working with 
clipboards or lap desks on the floor, heads nestled together, engaged in a learning 
encounter.  While they are focusing intently on the task at hand they begin to ask 
insightful questions that will lead them on a road not yet traveled.   
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Figure 2: Children Collaborating on a Learning Encounter 
 When you walk through the entry of The School of Inspiration you see the walls 
lined with documentation of the learning over time.  Color bursts from the photographs, 
project boards and three-dimensional designs that are set out for the children to retell and 
reflect on their learning.  Children draw from their environment as they move through 
their learning spaces, LAtelier, Exploratorium and Design Technology Workshop.  Each 
space is very intentional, designed for collaboration and enticing suggestion and powerful 
thinking of ideas.   
 Literacy and numeracy learning spaces provide children with the opportunity to 
explore each of these areas in a small, supportive and collaborative network of children 
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and teacher.  Children at The School of Inspiration are divided into age-based welcome 
groups at the beginning of the school year where teachers can assess their academics in 
the areas of reading, writing and mathematical computation to find the best fit for them 
academically throughout the year.   
In the first few weeks of the school year, as teachers get to know the childrens 
strengths and areas where they may need stronger support, they begin to form literacy 
and numeracy groups where the children will thrive academically and socially.  The goal 
of these groups is to ensure that all children are working and learning at the level that best 
suits their needs.  Movement between these groups is fluid and children may have the 
same teacher for literacy and numeracy or two separate teachers if necessary for their 
learning needs.  The continual and ongoing assessment and pedagogical documentation 
evidence of learning through journaling, conversations, observations and samples of work 
allow the teachers to provide the best learning experience for the children.  Often, at 
specific points throughout the year, as learning needs change children will be moved 
between literacy and numeracy groups to best support their academic needs.   
EXPLORING REGGIO-INSPIRED DOCUMENTATION 50 
 
Figure 3: Literacy and Numeracy Space at The School of Inspiration  
 The LAtelier, or studio, is a place where children work with a variety of media 
for creative expression to make their learning visible.  Children question, form, 
manipulate, and explore clay, paint, natural materials, metals, wood, glass, plastics and 
fabrics to deepen their understanding and familiarity of the materials around them.  The 
varied use of media in LAtelier provides a space for children to explore and experiment, 
deepening their relationship with familiar materials and challenging them to create new 
ideas and deepen their thinking with the incorporation of ones unfamiliar to them.  As 
new concepts and design emerge, children manipulate three-dimensional designs, mixing 
paint and exploring a world of intentional design.  Conversations between children of all 
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ages explore the processes, design, questions and meaning behind their creative 
processes.   
 
Figure 4: LAtelier 
 Much like the LAtelier, the Exploratorium provides a space full of materials and 
equipment where children can engage in scientific inquiry.  With devices that measure 
and magnify, equipment that allow for observation and manipulation, children can pursue 
investigations, questions and wonderings about the biological, physical and mathematical 
sciences.  Through their investigations children learn to use a wide variety of tools and 
processes to represent their numerical and observational thinking, engaging the mind and 
transforming them into lab and field scientists.   
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 The design technology workshop provides a space for children can become 
skilled with the tools and processes of engineers and designers.  Children investigate how 
to work with mechanical and architectural systems and the materials that bring their 
designs to life.  As children sketch, journal, measure, reflect and illustrate, they document 
their thinking and make it public for others to see and learn from while also providing 
them a place to further question and wonder about their processes and ideas.   
 The faculty at The School of Inspiration are committed to providing children with 
a challenging learning environment that scaffolds learning based on the individual goals 
and needs of each child.  Using a strong academic framework, the faculty weave together 
childhood interests and motivations with their own experience as teachers to explore all 
of the content areas through multiple forms of literacy.  Through inspiration and 
provocation, children are drawn in and encouraged to ask questions and reflect on their 
learning.  Guidelines and expectations are not set for the faculty as a means to the end 
result but rather a starting point to push children, challenge them and encourage 
intellectual competence through a high academic standard.  Children constantly 
document their work in their literacy and numeracy journals over the year.  These 
journals provide them the space to make connections, draw from past learning and reflect 
on the previous days learning encounters.  Often, children will look back, ask questions, 
revise and come to new conclusions about the content area they are studying. 
 Assessment in these academic areas is ongoing and evidence of learning is 
gathered from written learning experiences (literacy and numeracy journals), childrens 
drawings, conferences, photographic documentation, anecdotal notes, final developed 
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writing pieces, displays, design prototypes and formal presentations.  Many of these 
pieces are kept in working portfolios, while final presentation pieces are moved into 
presentation portfolios.  Working portfolios provide a space for work to be housed all 
year long, constantly accessible for reflection and evaluation by children, parents or 
faculty and final presentation portfolios provide the space for the childs final and best 
pieces of each project.  The collection of work in each of these portfolios provides the 
space to tell the story of the childs academic progress, making visible that work is long 
lasting.  It is not uncommon for children to revisit, dip back into and reflect on their work 
from just a few weeks or several months prior.  Children reflect with one another, faculty, 
their parents or visitors that come through the school.   
 
Figure 5: Child Reflecting with Learning Portfolio 
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 In addition to the childs working and presentation portfolios, assessment takes 
form in a variety of other strategies.  Ongoing assessment comes from working side-by-
side with children, revising and editing their writing, observing their problem solving 
strategies and reading strategies, daily conversations and child led conferences.  The 
development of intimate, respectful relationships fostered through small-group and 
individual instruction allows the faculty to listen intently, ask probing questions and 
capture and display learning.  All of these assessment and documentation methods 
provide careful insight allowing the faculty to pinpoint individual needs and assess skills 
that may be growing successfully or ones that are underdeveloped and need further 
support.   
 At two specific points in the year, the children participate in child-led conferences 
as a way of assessment and evaluation.  The first, a month and a half into the school year, 
is a goal-setting conference.  In a relaxed environment, the children lead their parents on 
the journey of what they have begun to learn, the new strategies they are gathering, and 
what may present a significant challenge for them.  Supported by their documented work 
thus far child, teacher and parent engage in conversation to set one or two academic goals 
for the year.  The second point, a month before the end of the school year, another round 
of conferences takes place to celebrate the journey, successes and accomplishments of the 
child while setting a plan for future learning as the summer weeks quickly approach. 
 Each method of assessment is supported by a snapshot of learning, the learner 
profile that is completed twice during the year.  These profiles contain two narratives.  
One is written by the teacher and provides parents with a basis for understanding their 
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childs strengths, social and developmental needs, and areas of support.  The second 
narrative, written by the child gives parents a glimpse into the childs perception of their 
strengths and their most significant learning encounter.    
 The environmental context has grounded me in the school's approach, especially 
as it relates to Reggio-inspired pedagogical documentation processes.  The elements of 
this unique elementary school environment: literacy and numeracy spaces, L’Atelier, 
portfolios, and the intentional use of photographs and displayed work create a balance of 
communication and interaction among teacher and child.  These practices create an 
opening for others to understand the use and experience of documentation in an 
elementary school environment.  Using a phenomenological approach, I explore what it is 
like for teacher and child to be a documenter and use documentation as a daily integrated 
practice.     
 The school culture and philosophy at The School of Inspiration is supported by 
the use of documentation as a daily pedagogical practice.  Documentation holds a role of 
importance in the school culture and environment used often for retelling, inspiration and 
reflection.  Lining the walls at every turn, the school environment is layered with 
documented work over time, encouraging youngsters to look back, question and prompt 
new understandings and beginnings.   
 Documentation in this school environment is not limited to the panels of 
photographs that inhabit each space.  As one looks around they see learning portfolios, 
compilations of learning, projects in multiple stages of completion, literacy and math 
journals lying open and communication journals waiting for their next entry.  All of these 
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elements are parts of each tale, told and untold, waiting for someone to pick them back up 
and re-enter their world.  These pieces of documentation, seen in the everyday life of 
child and teacher, prompt questions encouraging continuous reflection and re-
interpretation of past projects.   
 With documentation so integral to the The School of Inspiration each teacher 
often works with their camera next to them.  Photographs are taken everyday of 
children’s interactions, project layouts, finished pieces of learning and projects in 
progress.  There is the belief that each opportunity of learning is one that should be 
documented.  Photographs show stages of work and the process of completion, valuable 
for both the child and teacher to interpret and understand.   
As understood from the descriptions above, documentation influences the design 
of each space throughout the school.  Over time, as documentation is layered within the 
environment, the space grows with the children.  The progression of learning is displayed 
and visitors will find projects set out and documentation lining the walls that span one, 
two or three years.  Documentation is not removed as projects change, instead it is left for 
others to see and learn from, while children engage in reflection.   
Documentation also influences and is influenced by the curriculum at The School 
of Inspiration.  Teachers continually document based on what the children are learning 
and the projects that are taking place.  Additionally, from documentation teachers can see 
significant evidence of learning – step-by-step processes, design blueprints, stages of 
project work and thinking strategies.  Curriculum becomes illuminated through the lens 
of documentation.  This illumination helps teachers to critically think about curricular 
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choices and decide if they should continue along the same path or pave the way for new 
and deepened thinking.   
Phenomenology 
 Early philosophers including Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty 
describe phenomenology as the study of conscious phenomena, or everyday experiences 
(Creswell, 2007; Sanders, 1982; van Manen, 1990).  Using descriptions, observations, 
interviews, journal writing, various forms of art, and written responses to experiences or 
phenomena (Creswell, 2007), phenomenological research methods allow researchers to 
reach new understandings about the meaning of everyday experiences.   
 Historically, phenomenology has multiple viewpoints (van Manen, 1990).  
Stemming from the work of Heidegger and Husserl, phenomenological researchers 
position themselves as either a descriptivist or interpretivist phenomenologist.  
Descriptive, sometimes known as positivist, phenomenologists, bracket their biases and 
conscious thoughts outside of the research experience (Vagle, 2009; van Manen, 1990).  
Vagle (2009) states, The task of bracketing does not mean removing all past knowledge, 
rather it involves putting aside or rendering non-influential this knowledge (p. 590).  
Bracketing, assumes that as the researcher reduces what they already know, or sets it 
aside, the lived experience of the studied phenomena will show itself, rendering all 
previous knowledge non-influential (Vagle, 1990). 
 Conversely, the interpretivist phenomenologist does not separate their 
assumptions of the world from the research experience, but instead supplies meaning, 
immersing themselves with the experienced phenomena (Vagle, 2009; van Manen, 1990).  
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The researchers being in the world and personal beliefs and assumptions facilitate the 
understanding of experiences (Vagle, 2009; van Manen, 1990). 
 Van Manens (1990) expansion of early phenomenological views centers on 
making meaning of lived experiences.  From van Manens point of view, phenomenology 
is the study of essences and the life world of the lived experience.  The lifeworld is our 
source and object of research, whereas the lived experience is the beginning, middle and 
end of our study.  It is with this meaning that we transform experiences into textual 
descriptions, or themes of experience.  Focus is on the person and how they purposefully 
create meaning by the way they exist in the world. 
 The experiences that Sanders (1982) and van Manen (1990) refer to can be more 
narrowly defined as human endeavors, or the phenomena that arise from lived 
experiences (Miller, 2003; Trotman, 2006).  Miller and Athan (2007) state, To 
understand human experience, we cannot separate ourselves from it, but rather must work 
from a place with fusion with the material (p. 19).  Phenomenological methods allow the 
researcher to become part of the world as they research, question and theorize, coming to 
know and understand each illuminated phenomenon in a certain way.  As experiences 
unfold, researchers understand the way others experience and know the world around 
them (van Manen, 1990).  Ultimately, the meaning that is derived from each lived 
experience provides the breath to move forward in understanding the layering of 
documented phenomena (Vagle, 2009, van Manen, 1990). 
 The act of attaching ourselves to the world and being with our experiences brings 
meaning to Danaher and Briods (2005) discussion of the experience of conducting 
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phenomenological research with children.  In their discussion, Danaher and Briod (2005) 
assert, 
Children, especially the younger ones, inhabit a world fresh and relatively 
unfamiliar, a world inviting their exploration and discovery.  It is with this world-
opening quality of anticipation and expectation  their sense of wonder  that 
distinguishes some of  childrens most defining experiences.  Phenomenologys 
task is to capture in everyday  language distinctive qualities in a childs emerging 
world, qualities that may not be remembered, or seem quite foreign to adults. (p. 
218). 
This discussion relates to both Sanders (1982) and van Manens (1990) discussion of 
phenomenology as the study and analysis of phenomena and ways to make meaning of 
human experience.  When studying children phenomenologically, researchers are 
attempting to understand the childs intention toward an object or experience and how 
they participate and experience the world (Danaher & Briod, 2005).  Intentionality 
includes imagining, remembering and reflecting that provide us (adults and researchers) 
with an understanding of how the child shapes experiences and consciousness (Danaher 
& Briod, 2005; Sanders, 1982).  Essentially phenomenology allows the researcher to 
study the lived experiences and nature of interactions of the research participants.  
Data Collection Procedures 
 To document this research study for 4 months I utilized observations, 
photographs, field notes, journal writing and interviews.  The following table lists my 
fundamental research question with five accompanying underlying questions.  
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Corresponding to each underlying question are the data collection procedures that have 
guided the research experience.   
Table 1 
Research Questions, Methods, Action, and Timeline 
Fundamental Research Question: What are the teachers’ and the children’s experience of 
documenting in The School of Inspiration? 
Research Questions Method Action Required  
What are the children learning 
from looking at the documents? 
Interviews 1. Spontaneous interviews with 
select children during my 
experience of observing. 
What meaning do the teachers 
find in documenting? 
Interviews 1. 3 in-depth interviews, once a 
month with each teacher. 
What does it mean to be a 




1. Reflective journaling for 20 
minutes after every 
observation session with the 
digital camera (as described 
above), reflecting on the 
meaning of documentation 
in the school. 
 
The subsequent sections give a detailed description of how each method and 
approach was used to understand the experience of documenting in The School of 
Inspiration. 
 Observing for Experiences and Field Notes 
 The act of observation and the notes taken from experiences are two of the most 
valuable resources adults have in planning future activities (Curtis & Carter, 2000).  
From a phenomenological standpoint, the act of observing is an attempt to understand a 
childs being in the world, or the way they construct experiences and build understanding 
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about what takes place around them (van Manen, 1979).  As the participant-researcher, 
my role as an observer has a unique vantage point.  I have a relationship with the children 
and they have one with me, I observe with the children, participating in their daily 
activities, making meaning of what they are learning based on the relationship I have 
with them (van Manen, 1979). 
 As the participant researcher, observing in this manner allows me to collect 
information about individual children, stimulating reflection on the teaching and learning 
process (Curtis & Carter, 2000).  Information collected takes the form of field notes, or 
observational notes (Emond, 2005).  Field notes are written records of what took place, 
the conversations that were had and the events experienced.  As I go back and reread 
these notes, reflection immediately begins, stimulating questions, theories and 
interpretations.  This element of reflection allows me to make meaning of each 
experience, exploring new thoughts and feelings (Emond, 2005). 
 Twice a week, I spent 2 hours in the environment during morning integrated 
studies and once a week I spent 2 hours in afternoon studio time, listening and observing.  
I recorded the childrens interactions with documentation in the environment, their 
conversations and language related to the experience and their interactions with one 
another.  During each observation, I listened for specific moments where children 
experience documentation.  To deepen my understanding of the childs experience I 
engaged them in spontaneous interviews about the documentation.  Additionally, I picked 
specific moments to document, with photographs, what I saw and heard, eliciting my own 
future reflection about what I had experienced.  At the conclusion of each observation, I 
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reflected in my journal about my own experience and the meaning I made from each 
encounter, the photos taken and conversation heard.  I chose the afternoon studio time for 
my observations because it allowed me to see more interaction with documentation as the 
children moved freely, interacting with the space and revisiting documentation. 
 Field notes were taken during the times when I had my own experience with the 
digital camera.  As I engaged in the experience of being a documenter, I recorded notes 
about my process, why I chose specific moments to document and those related to the 
learning experiences that took place.  These notes provided me with a map to look back 
on later, correlate with photographs, and begin the process of reflection about the 
experience of what is like to be a documenter in The School of Inspiration.   
 Photography 
 Acting as a powerful research tool, photographic images have the ability to 
illuminate many layers of meaning, provoking and simulating deep levels of thought and 
reflection.  Photography, like written language, carries communicative and structural 
characteristics allowing the viewer to interpret and build subjective understanding of 
what they are seeing, feeling and remembering (Close, 2007).  Becker (1974) states, 
Every part of the photographic image carries some information that contributes to its 
total statement; the viewers responsibility is to see, in the most literal way, everything 
that is there and respond to it (p. 6).  Ultimately, for the viewer, the visual nature of the 
photograph carries several interpretations, perspectives and meanings throughout the 
research process (Close, 2007). 
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 Illuminating pieces of the past, photographs help stimulate reflection and constant 
questioning of the processes children are engaged in, leading to a deeper understanding of 
the experiences that took place.  Visually interpreting past experiences allows children to 
reconsider what they did and why they did it, accessing past memories and experiences to 
make meaning of their thinking and learning processes.  The visual clues that 
photographs give children allow the past to come alive, stimulating exciting new 
questions about what is taking place in the classroom environment (Neumann-Hinds, 
2007).   
 To understand my own experience of using the digital camera, I collected 
photographs which captured the childrens learning.  I documented twice a week for two 
hours in the morning when the children were engaged in integrated studies around a 
project (math, science, social studies, language arts).  These experiences included those 
where the children were exploring, experimenting, creating and manipulating.  Because 
the children were constantly engaged in various activities, the process of capturing 
student learning was constant and ongoing during morning integrated studies.  I entered 
the environment with camera in hand, taking it from place to place, snapping a series of 
snapshots in each encounter.  As I captured childrens learning through photographs, I 
was also engaged with my field notes where I recorded the childrens and teachers 
movements, statements and happenings in writing.  At the conclusion of each two-hour 
morning documentation session, I wrote in my journal for 20 minutes or more where I 
reflected on my own experiences, asked questions to myself and ask others about the 
experience. 
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 The use of digital photography also provided the children with an avenue for 
reflection.  Each week, I took my collected photos and reviewed them next to my field 
notes, looking for a relationships and connections between my descriptions and 
photographed experiences.  As I reviewed and re-reviewed the photographs I collected, I 
picked out the images that provided the viewer (myself or the teacher) with an in-depth 
outlook on each experience.  These photographs showed children crouched together 
working on a project, manipulating objects, engaged in the writing process with 
notebooks opened around them or carefully analyzing objects and materials to use for a 
project.    
 Journal Writing 
 After each observation session, encounter and experience with the children and 
teachers, I wrote in my journal, drew, developed charts to code meaning and build 
concept maps to reflect on my observations, field notes and photographs collected during 
the research process.  Separate from field notes, journal writing gave me time to reflect, 
question, hypothesize, wonder and evaluate my experiences and the experiences of 
teachers and children.  The journal is a way for educators to document not only what 
they learn about teaching and teacher education from the study of them, but also the tacit 
and personal practical knowledge they possess that contributes to our knowledge and 
understanding of teaching (Pinnegar & Hamilton, 2009, p. 3).  I used journal writing as a 
forum to ask questions of myself, pose possible questions to the teachers and children, 
record thoughts and facilitate reflection from captured experiences.   
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 Analyzing my journal took the form of reading, re-reading and using post-it notes 
to clump together common ideas that arose in my writing as well as outlying but 
seemingly crucial concepts.  This analysis allowed me to start to explore the data 
collected, making visual the themes that emerged from each experience in the research 
environment.  Journal writing lasted for at least 20 minutes following each observation 
and experience using the digital camera.  I used specific prompts which included: What 
was my experience of todays observation?  What did I learn from documenting today? 
And, how did I choose what moments to document?  This reflection provided me with the 
opportunity to engage with my documentation in a different way, revisiting each 
experience through a new lens, one that did not take place in the environment, but was a 
step away, revisiting each experience as if I was seeing it again for the first time.     
 Interviews 
 Similar to phenomenology, the qualitative interview seeks to understand the 
meaning and interpretation of experiences and life worlds (Warren, 2002).  Characterized 
by conversation, listening and interpretation, the qualitative interview is a philosophy and 
an approach to learning about the life and experiences of each participant (Warren, 2002; 
Rubin & Rubin, 1995).  Calling the qualitative interview an art that hears data in many 
forms, Rubin and Rubin (1995) believe that the conversations that arise between 
respondent and researcher are a way of reconstructing events and understanding the 
experiences and world of others.   
 As the interviewer asks questions, guiding the respondent to tell stories, a 
dialogue begins.  This dialogue is a journey through the life of the respondent, wandering 
through past experiences of their lived world (Kvale, 1996).  Through conversation and 
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dialogue, interviewer and respondent begin to make meaning of each experience.  
Ultimately themes begin to arise, characterizing each experience in certain ways (Warren, 
2002).  These themes and experiences provided me, as the participant-researcher, with an 
opportunity for careful reflection and a deepened understanding of each experience, 
allowing me to build on my personal and professional knowledge to understand the 
teaching and learning process in different ways.  
 Four individual and in-depth interviews were conducted with the teachers, two for 
each teacher that spanned the research study.  The first interview took place about a 
month into the research experience and the second near the conclusion of my time at The 
School of Inspiration.  Each interview provided the opportunity for thoughtful reflection 
in the beginning and at the end of the research study.  The goal of these in-depth one-on-
one interviews was to gain insight into the meaning that each teacher found in collected 
documentation.   
Each interview was structured with four broad questions about the experience of 
documenting learning.  Questions included: What is your experience of using the digital 
camera?  Why did you choose this particular moment to document?  Where did you find 
energy or passion in this set of documentation?  And, tell me about one particular story of 
learning with children.  Each interview session was transcribed from audio recordings.  
These transcriptions expressed the thoughts, theories and experiences about the meaning 
that each teacher found in the collected documentation. 
 In order to make meaning of the childrens experience of encountering 
documentation in the environment, I conducted spontaneous interviews.  While observing 
and interacting with the children, there were moments where a child walked up to a piece 
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of documentation or project and reflected on what they were visually seeing.  Over the 
past 3 years, Ive witnessed this sort of experience numerous times in a day.  In these 
moments, I began to ask myself if I believe it is an appropriate time to engage the 
particular child in a conversation about what they are seeing, reflecting on and feeling.  
These spontaneous interviews, or conversations, included questions such as: Can you 
describe what you are seeing a little more to me?  What do these photos mean to you?  
And, what is happening in this documentation?  The goal of these conversations was to 
make meaning of what the children are learning and experiencing from looking at the 
documents and projects.  As I sought to understand what the children are thinking and 
feeling, I also engaged in my own level of reflection, piecing together the individual and 
collective meaning that was sought from reflection on past learning. 
Summary 
 My data collection methods informed the research process by providing me, the 
participant-researcher, with narratives of daily experiences, deepening knowledge of 
classroom practice through the use of documentation as a tool to inform learning.  Over 
time, the photographs, observations, field notes, journal entries and interview 
transcriptions can be utilized to demonstrate the depth of each experience in the 
classroom.  This depth provided me, the participant-researcher, with an understanding of 
the lived experience of encountering documentation in the classroom.  Each lived 
experience created opportunities for reflection and interpretation about the meaning of 
the teaching and learning process.   
Interpreting the Data 
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 Data analysis began to take place a few weeks into the study, after my first 
interview with each teacher.  This amount of time allowed me to collect enough data to 
examine emerging themes in my photographs, field notes, observations and the 
interviews with teachers and children.  Referred to as theme analysis, van Manen (1990) 
discusses how the interpretation of each lived experience emerges from the data, giving 
deep understanding to the structure of each collected experience.  By interpreting its 
meaning is more accurately a process of insightful invention, discovery or disclosure  
grasping and formulating a thematic understanding is not a rule-bound process but a free 
act of seeing meaning (van Manen, 1990, p. 79).  As a participant-researcher, I desired 
to understand each experience in the elementary classroom to make meaning of 
documentation in the environment through the lens of teacher and child.   
 Thematic descriptions were broken down into what van Manen (1990) terms 
incidental and essential themes.  This distinction characterizes themes that are not unique 
to the lived experience; those that are typically determined both historically and culturally 
(van Manen, 1990).  Specifically, 
In determining the universal or essential quality of a theme our concern is to 
discover aspects or qualities that make a phenomenon what it is and without 
which the phenomenon could not be what it is.  To this end, the phenomenologist 
uses the method of free imaginative variation in order to verify whether a theme 
belongs to a phenomenon essentially (rather than incidentally).  The process of 
free imaginative variation can be also used to generate other essential themes. 
(van Manen, 1990, p. 107). 
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When conducting analysis to look for essential themes, my goal was to understand if the 
lived experience, or collected phenomena has lost meaning when a theme is deleted from 
its discussion or analysis (van Manen, 1990).   
 To determine the themes of the lived experience account of using documentation 
in the elementary classroom, I used observations, field notes, journal entries, photography 
and transcribed interviews to weave together meaning.  This analysis of documentation, 
observation and reflection created a structure for the interpretation of my research.  
Phenomenological research emphasizes understanding the meaning of experience, 
allowing the researcher to borrow the experiences and reflections of others to more 
deeply understand and interpret the experiences before them (van Manen, 1990).  This 
understanding came forth as I used collected data to generate descriptions and accounts 
of themes and meanings, providing a description and structure to each collected and 
documented lived experience. 
 Interpretation of the data leading to written conclusions was the most difficult part 
of the process, however, the most enjoyable and significant.  Through van Manens 
(1990) ideas noted above, I began to create essential themes of experience, themes that 
generated insight into the lived experience account of teacher and child perceptions of 
using documentation in the elementary classroom.  There was a certain sense of 
integration between photographs, observations, field notes, journal entries and interview 
transcriptions.  I reflected on each experience as it was lived through either the eyes of 
the child or the teacher, taking particular note as the participant-researcher of what is my 
experience and what is theirs.  
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 To generate meaning from textual descriptions, such as transcriptions from 
interviews, I scaffolded van Manens (1990) ideas, using Colaizzis (1978) steps for 
procedural analysis, discussed by Miller (2003).  Colaizzis (1978) procedure involved 
six steps, many which interweave and build upon each other for analysis of lived 
experience.  As I looked for essential themes from my data collection, I read all of the 
statements from the participants carefully, getting a feeling of what is said and then 
extracting significant statements (Miller, 2003).  These statements were those that 
directly related to the experience of using documentation in the elementary classroom.  
Extracting these statements led to meanings and clusters of themes that provide the reader 
with a rich description of the lived experience. 
 Generating essential themes and descriptions of experience alongside photographs 
leaves the reader with an in-depth look at the structure and life of using documentation in 
the elementary classroom (Colaizzi, 1978; van Manen, 1990).  I chose these methods of 
analysis to get to the heart of each experience for the teacher and child.  Weaving 
together the descriptions of observations and merging them alongside collected 
documentation integrated the method of phenomenology and the inspired practices from 
the educators of Reggio Emilia that are used in The School of Inspiration. 
Limitations and Research Propositions 
 As with any research, there are certain limitations and ethical considerations.  
Because of these factors, it was important to identify and address any threats that may 
occur, such as legitimacy and use of human subjects.  In this research project there were a 
few, which I address in the following section. 
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 Ethical Considerations  
 When working with children, a researcher needs to regard the principles of 
respect, equity and nondiscrimination, ultimately protecting children and avoiding any 
harm that may come as a product of a research project (Hill, 2005).  Consideration to 
these principles have been given by submitting a human subjects research proposal, 
which addresses rights, privacy, anonymity, confidentiality, fair treatment and protection 
of persons.  Prior to the beginning of the research study, a consent form was given to all 
participants both child and adult, outlining the purpose of research, time commitment, 
how confidentiality will be promised and information regarding the dissemination of 
research results (Hill, 2005).  Research design, confidentiality and participant rights were 
communicated to children and adults prior to beginning the research study.  This signed 
form of consent indicated that participants may stop research at any time, therefore it will 
be important to communicate with adults and children in all phases of the research study 
to ensure comfort and legitimacy. 
 I do not foresee any harm or distress coming to participants as a direct association 
with the research; however, an important consideration could be emotional distress that 
could arise from conversations in the research capacity.  Because conversations are 
centered on documentation collected in the classroom environment, I find it unlikely that 
conversation would lead to discussion of sensitive topics such as divorce or abuse.  
However, this was an important element of conversation to consider in case the child 
does bring up such a topic.  In this instance conversation would be directed to a key adult, 
such as the teacher, for guidance and assistance (Hill, 2005). 
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 Other effects that may result from this research study could include feelings of 
hope, awareness, insight and thoughtfulness from the research participants (van Manen, 
1990).  These feelings come from the effects of the phenomenological work and the lived 
experience accounts generated through dissemination of data.  As themes are generated, 
discussed and written about, these lingering feelings may impact future pedagogy leading 
to heightened levels of self-awareness and possible changes in classroom life (van 
Manen, 1990).  
Limitations 
 For this study, I selected children and teachers who already engaged daily in the 
use of documentation and reflection as a school-wide practice.  Consequently, the 
collected experiences may only be reflective of children and teachers who are 
comfortable with daily documentation and reflection on past experiences.  Because few 
elementary environments engage in daily documentation, generated results may only be 
reflective of a small population that is comfortable with these experiences.  While this 
could be considered a limitation, it allows for children and teachers to more deeply 
engage with their pedagogy encouraging rich reflection and deep discussion.   
 Additionally, my role as a participant-researcher in this environment could be 
considered a limitation due to familiarity with the children and teachers.  My comfort and 
past experiences with documentation throughout my graduate studies and time spent in 
The School of Inspiration adds to my knowledge base of subject matter, however 
understanding documentation through the lens of experience is quite new.  While I do 
have experience in this environment, taking a new role as participant-researcher creates a 
new level of collaboration not yet experienced. 
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Theoretical and Practical Significance  
 By studying the experience of using documentation in the classroom through 
phenomenological methods, I hoped to promote future use of documentation in the 
classroom, inside and outside of the context I am researching.  The evolving themes 
collected from data captured the depth of insight, which were gathered through 
observation and documentation.  This research study was not only about being inspired 
by the municipal education of Reggio Emilia, it was about being in relation with Reggio-
inspired practices of pedagogical documentation.  Gandini, Etheredge and Hill (2008) 
open their introduction to Insights and Inspirations from Reggio Emilia with a quote from 
Carla Rinaldi.  She states, 
Reggio is a metaphor and a symbolic place.  Being in relation with Reggio allows 
people  to hope, to believe change is possible.  It enables you to cultivate dreams, 
rather than being in a utopia.  Because a utopia is something very good but 
perfect; instead dreams are something that you can have one night.  And there is 
also a feeling of belonging to  something that is about education in its widest 
sense, as a hope for human beings.  And Reggio is a place of encounter and 
dialogue and not only with Reggio but with many related protagonists.  So Reggio 
makes room for people to dialogue, it provides an excuse to do this. (p. 20). 
Building a relationship to The School of Inspirations documented experience through my 
phenomenological research experience encouraged change one small step at a time 
through dialogue, interaction and a good teacher and child relationship. 
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Chapter 4:  Experiences as Stories and Moments of Learning at The School of Inspiration 
 The experiences encountered at The School of Inspiration can be retold through 
finding the knots in the web of experiences (van Manen, 1990) and making meaning of 
the many netted-expressions.  There are the stories from the children, their reflections and 
interpretations of each learning experience.  Then came the experiences through the eyes 
of the teachers and how they interpreted the documentation in the environment.  Initially 
thinking that each experience would be incredibly obvious, what I discovered was quite 
the opposite.  After several months of reading and re-reading my field notes and journal 
with the photos side-by-side, I found that each story interwove with the others.  Woven 
through the many experiences were several threads, creating a beautiful tapestry to 
understanding documentation in this unique environment.  The challenge lay in finding a 
way to give credence to the many stories while also illuminating their connectivity to one 
another.   
Findings 
 Over the 4 months I spent at The School of Inspiration, I had the opportunity to 
interact with 45 children and 2 head teachers for this research project.  Out of the 45 
families enrolled, 25 of them chose to participate in this research study along with the 
two head teachers.  For 4 months I gathered photographs, anecdotes from children, 
conducted spontaneous interviews with children and engaged the head teachers in three 
in-depth interviews.  During this research experience I gathered 712 photographs, 685 
statements from children in the form of observation and spontaneous interviews, 
transcribed 2 hours of teacher interviews and reflected about my research experience over 
117 journal entry pages. 
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An example of my journal entry can be seen below (see figure 6). 
 
Figure 6: Sample of journal entry 
 My journal entries provided me with the space to reflect about my encountered 
experiences.  These entries would take many forms.  Some began with a photo from the 
day while others would be my interpretation of the encountered experiences that were 
frequently guided by a statement from a child on that specific day. The photograph of my 
journal is covered in post-its with several passages highlighted.  Noting with post-its and 
highlighting provided me with a way to organize the recurring themes that were 
beginning to emerge.  Below I have chosen to share several samples of my journal 
entries, providing for a context above each entry.  These entries are snapshots of all the 
encountered experiences, carefully chosen to represent the depth of my research 
experience.    
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After my first encounter with the hat project, I reflected in my journal:  
I was struck at the magic of this experience – how a simple, day-to-day material 
can be transformed into something unknown that sparks wonder and curiosity.  
Would the children know immediately what type of hat they wanted to turn their 
basket into?  Or, would they rotate, turn, feel and look at the shape and 
characteristics, slowly letting their inspiration take shape? 
Reflecting on the experience of watching and listening to Jane interact with the children, 
I wrote: 
As I listened to this short conversation between teacher and child about 
documentation, I wonder what other learning experiences have been documented 
recently.  Has the process of creating and putting together this project been 
documented along the way?  What did Jane choose to take photos of?  Why? 
As noble lives blossomed into a theme, I spent a considerable amount of time writing 
about design, materials and their possible interaction.  In a journal entry I considered: 
As designs came alive on paper I began to notice the negotiation between design 
and materials, something that I had not really considered before.  As the children 
are thinking about their designs they invite different materials into their work.  
They consider texture, color, patterns and dimensionality.  Some materials make 
the journey to the final design while some don’t. 
I was struck by the importance of Jane and Joan’s idea about relationships and how we 
can see and understand children’s interactions through photographs.  After this interview 
I noted: 
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After printing off several photos I chose the ones that I could feel, be in 
relationship with, see the learning and look at the story.  These beautiful 
representations of learning and relationship help me to understand documentation 
in a whole new way.  To be with the documentation, have a relationship with it 
and to take a journey – hearing the voices through the images.  Instead of trying to 
understand what the children know – understand their journey, their relationship 
to what is taking place. 
As these snapshots weave with other data sources, themes emerge and begin to formulate.  
This next figure presented represents the transcribed teacher interviews alongside 
a journal entry (see figure 7).   
 
Figure 7: Transcribed teacher interviews 
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The teacher interviews are presented in this way because the entry shown was a turning 
point for me.  I had gone back through my interviews and was struck by how the idea of 
looking for relationships in the documentation, as a way of seeing and feeling the 
experiences, had changed my thinking about how to organize my themes.  It was a 
significant moment as a participant-researcher and one that continued to guide my path of 
theme analysis.   
Jane and I were speaking about my question, what is your experience of using the 
digital camera, in school, in the classroom and all the time with the children.  She says: 
Jane: In the old world we used to make slide shows and then we went to 
PowerPoint and even now it’s on the Facebook.  In old days documentation used 
to be used for the stills and for the films we would make in the production studio 
at a high school.  So, we would voice over and put music around, so we’ve done 
lots of things with it.  Oh and the other thing we’ve done is make the big canvases 
for photos to put up for special events.  Special memory pieces.  We’ve also done 
it to include multiple images for posters.  And we’ve done it for books.  Both to 
make a real book published, right, a long time ago, and the other is to publish, 
like, the fairy storybook. 
In Joan’s response to my question whether most of the children were pretty unresponsive 
to the camera, she explains: 
Joan:  You know, in the beginning everyone wants to get their face in a picture.  
We take so many pictures all the time that it’s like second nature now.  It’s not a 
big deal.  And I think that sometimes you know, you miss your moment and you 
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can say “stop freeze”.  And they’re good at that, when you’re getting ready to take 
that picture you just say “freeze” and then you take it. 
Moving on from our conversation on the teachers’ experience of using the digital camera, 
I posed a question about when they go through the photographs and choose what to keep. 
I asked them if there is a lot of zooming in and out to get to the heart of a moment.  
Reflecting on this idea Jane elaborated: 
Jane:  We might take lots of pictures of the same activity.  Then we’ll call out the 
best ones to actually show the progress or different children so that different ones 
are represented over the course of work.  Or, if a child is trying to show five 
things that they’ve worked on, like on those puppets, and they’ve got about five 
different things on their book.  There might be several pictures to show, to be 
significant evidence of that learning.  It could be the ending, it could be that it was 
of a chart that they made, it could be working with somebody else but then we’ve 
got pictures for them to choose as well or to tell us what they want because 
sometimes they’re the directors. 
In Joan’s thoughts about the question of how the idea of noble lives still resonates 
through the children’s work and conversations, she naturally moved into a discussion of 
connections.  She explained: 
Joan:  The children always say, ‘I have a connection’ because we’ve spent a lot of 
time making text-to-text connections in literacy.  I usually do this in the very 
beginning of the school year and all year to any read aloud that I am reading.  I 
model after reading and ask, does anyone have a connection to this book, to 
another text, to a real world experience, to a person, or to yourself?  So they 
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began with text-to-text, text-to-self or text-to-world and that was a theme.  Now 
they just say, “I have a connection”.  The connection could be to anything.  That 
is kind of a cool thing to do, to connect.  An old environmental science activity 
was to take a ball of yarn and make connections around the circle.  To create a 
web of yarn and then you’d lift it and say, “How many people are not going to be 
with us next year” and those who weren’t would drop their connection and that 
web would never be the same.  It is a real neat visual.  But making those 
connections to all kinds of things and making connections to sharing.  When 
someone reads something they make connections to their learning.  
Prior to our last interview I asked Joan to bring an artifact for reflection, Joan noted: 
Joan:  My artifact is probably Chris’s book that he is reading, The Boxcar 
Children #55 in the series.  In the book they are solving a mystery.  It just so 
happens that one of the characters in the book happens to be from the 
Revolutionary War which is so significant because Chris studied the 
Revolutionary War.  He read three or four books about that topic.  So he came up 
to me and said, “Joan guess what, guess what, this is connected to the 
Revolutionary War!” So, he made the connection to his past learning.  He was 
making connections and reading this book and said, “This kid was only 17 or so, 
and was a spy for George Washington”, he just went on.  It was great.  So that 
would be my artifact that I brought to you today.  Chris and his book. 
There are more interview documents and text as well as more notes from my own 
journal that play a role in the data and experiences captured in this research study.  To 
report every bit of raw data would be a tedious task and defeats the purpose of culling 
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data and formulating meaningful experiences in interpretive phenomenology (van Manen, 
1990). These other data bits are kept in note format and are expanded upon in the themes 
and analysis later in this chapter.  
The final figure presented is a snapshot of an ongoing matrix chart that I created 
to organize the data that I collected daily (see figure 8). 
 
Figure 8: Matrix chart 
This matrix chart was way for me to organize the conversations I was hearing daily in the 
environment – the spontaneous interviews with children, discussion between teacher and 
child, photographs taken and my own journal entries that related to each experience.  
These charts were a great way for me to organize my data in a linear fashion, making it 
possible for themes to pop out of with photos alongside written text.  Examples of the 
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notes I collected while in the school’s pedagogical documentation experiences are show 
below with brief introductions above each. 
Working on the design for a compilation of learning, Bonnie (a child at age 9) reflected 
aloud:  
“Ok, I kind of got it a little bit.  I need something like this but I don’t know how 
to connect this (outline for biography board).  I could make this diagonal so they 
look connected.  I did the same thing for my car study last year.” 
In a conversation about documentation between teacher and child, Teacher Joan 
approached John (age 8): 
“John when you’re finished I’m going to take your picture again so I have a really 
beautiful one of you and your hat.” 
When asked about the design for the hat project, John openly reflected on the design 
process.  He began by saying: 
“We didn’t get to pick our basket, the basket picked us.” 
As well, to prepare for the annual May Day celebration the children performing an 
English country dancing routine were given the challenge of designing their own 
costumes.  Considering all elements of costume design, Ella (age 11) opens up in a 
spontaneous interview and said; 
“You don’t need a hat [for English country dancing] but everyone’s making one.  
I don’t want to make it too crazy.  I have red here so I want red here [pointing to 
design layout].” 
Working one on one with a child on a compilation of learning, Teacher Joan guides a 
learner though the design of his layout.  She says: 
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“Do you see how this lines up?  Some things need to line up but not everything 
needs to line up.  Look at your angles.  Only glue one thing at a time and make 
sure they’re all where they are.” 
In a reflective activity with visiting college students, Samuel (age 9) reflects on his 
marionette project: 
“These are the marionettes.  We’re in the middle of putting them together.” 
When asked to write a reflection, Andrew (age 8) brainstorms his initial writing aloud: 
“A kaleidoscope is a majestic and mysterious item that wherever you look you see 
the world different than you see with your own eyes.” 
While cleaning out personal cubbies to get ready for the learning celebration, work from 
past years was found.  Steven (age 8) reflects:  
“Oh Tim (age 9) look at this from the first year.  Look at how bad my writing 
was.” 
Continuing to work on number of the day with her numeracy group, Teacher Jane 
proposes the idea: 
“Make as many connections as possible in 5 minutes.  What can you connect?  
How many different ways can you connect to that number.” 
As my examples show, there are many recorded observations in the day which open to 
experiences of pedagogical documentation.  These collections narrate and weave stories 
of documentation in the School of Inspiration as they are organized, reviewed and 
reconsidered.  Additional examples of matrix charts, journal entry snapshots and 
interview notes are shown in the appendix. 
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Delving into theme analysis was a complicated process that could not have taken 
place without understanding that phenomenological research with children heavily relies 
on their conversations and language as the primary form of meaning making.  Recalling 
Danaher and Briod’s (2005) concepts of analysis, I started to look for the vividness and 
richness of the children’s descriptions and how the deeply the children described their 
experiences in authentic and natural ways. 
In order to unpack and uncover the meaning of the collected experiences, I 
explored each conversation, spontaneous interview and photograph.  Initially I separated 
spoken language with photographs from each day of data collection.  What I began to 
notice were patterns of conversations for the projects that were taking place over the 
course of my research experience.  Children discussed their long-term project work more 
deeply than their daily numeracy activities, for example.  Recurring on a regular basis 
were conversations related to the discussion of noble lives, learning portfolio reflections, 
the hat project, the long-term study of bugs and the kaleidoscope project.  Because the 
children’s long-term project work spanned several months, I came into this research 
experience at the culmination of the kaleidoscope project. From beginning to final 
completion, I also experienced the hat project and study of bugs. The discussion of noble 
lives spanned a large portion of my time.   
I collected many statements from the 25 participating children.  However, as I 
was conducting theme analysis I noticed that many of the statements were not descriptive 
enough to provide the reader with a glimpse into the depth and validity of each 
experience.  During my dissemination process I elected to choose 9 of the 25 
participating children to highlight the experiences of using documentation at The School 
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of Inspiration.  Wading through the conversations and photographs, I chose statements 
that sent the reader on a journey that would give a rich interpretation of the experiences 
of documentation and the reliving of these experiences at The School of Inspiration.   
These documentation practices and the pedagogical documentation stance of this 
educational environment make education come alive and brought new meaning making 
and interpretation to learning experiences.   
Experiences, Stories and Moments 
 As I embarked on the journey to find the experiences, otherwise known as the 
stories of learning in The School of Inspiration, an experience about documentation 
shared by Teacher Jane in an interview guided my initial thinking. She stated, 
 One thing that you capture is the relationships.  Whether it’s the 
relationship with a child to a piece of work, how they’re looking at it or the way 
they’re holding it, studying it, contemplating it. Then, the other thing is the way 
they are with each other because you’ll get in the camera lens more than one child 
and you’ll see where they are in relationship to each other and what they’re doing 
together.  There’s some really sweet stuff about the effect of the school as 
opposed to the academics of the school.  And that’s not easily captured if you’re 
not doing it with film.  Because you’re not asking a child to pause and tell why 
you had Sofia [a child in the school] on your lap and why you were lovingly 
cuddling her while you were reading a book together, but you can have a picture 
of it (see figure 9). 
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Figure 9: Children and Teacher Relating 
Jane’s experience brought me back to the writings of Rinaldi regarding 
interweaving relationships in the school, a system and communication that flow through 
the projects and the building (Ceppi & Zini, 1998; Rinaldi, 2006).  Reflecting on 
Rinaldi’s (2006) concept, I realized that my experience documenting at The School of 
Inspiration was not stand-alone, rather my learning and relationship to the visible 
learning became entwined with the children, teachers and their learning.  Every piece of 
documentation, every statement, every question and every reflection was interwoven 
carefully with the environment and a deep connection between teachers and children and 
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learning.  Carefully constructed, every piece of documentation collected and experience 
that was shared flowed through every project and every conversation that I was invited 
into as a participant researcher.   
Malaguzzi (1993) informs this way of seeing interwoven relationships,  
Relationship is the primary connecting dimension of our system, however, 
 understood not merely as a warm protecting envelope, but rather as a dynamic 
 conjunction of forces and elements interacting toward a common purpose.  
(Gandini, Etheredge & Hill, 2008, p. 147). 
Jane’s idea about capturing interactions with the camera and Malaguzzi’s (1993) thoughts 
on the interactive and interweaving dynamic of relationships suggests the complexity of 
relationships throughout The School of Inspiration and the experience of using and 
reflecting on documentation. 
 As a participant researcher, I entered the environment at The School of Inspiration 
looking for the moments, or glimpses in time that would define and speak to the 
experience of working with and encountering documentation.  What I left with was much 
deeper and included the way each story connected to relationships and how these 
relationships connect to learning.  Re-reading my reflections and spending many hours 
looking through photographs and listening to interviews, I saw the experiences of 
teachers’ and children’s living and learning come to life through their own lenses.  What I 
found was that the thoughts and reflections of both child and teacher wove a tapestry of 
three essential themes: (1) transformation and growth, (2) materials (or what the children 
refer to as noble lives) and (3) a deepened idea about connections. These three themes 
were formed by capturing the teacher’s and children’s experiences of documenting in The 
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School of Inspiration.  What became critical to re-telling these experiences was the 
children’s and teachers’ relationship to materials, each other, to learning, and to growth.  
I wondered how these relationships brought meaning to what we do, who we are and how 
we grow as learners.  
Referring back to my main and underlying research questions to guide my path, I 
visually encountered representations of learning and relationships, allowing me and the 
teachers to understand documentation in a whole new way.  I began to be with the 
documentation, have a relationship with it, grow with the stories and take a journey.  It 
was almost as if I was hearing voices through the images as I looked at each experience 
with the children’s and teacher’s quotes and explanations close by.  Each experience was 
coming to life before me differently than it had before.  I was revisited and built new 
understanding of how the experience of using documentation gave meaning to the daily 
life in The School of Inspiration.  Instead of trying to understand what the children knew, 
I came to understand their journey, or rather their relationship to what was taking place. 
 A concept that persistently flowed through the children’s and teachers 
conversation was “magic.”  The children and the teachers did not speak of magic through 
the eyes of Walt Disney, glittering eyes, princesses, princes and wands that will change 
your life or Harry Houdini, where he showed audiences that magic was created with 
illusions.  The teachers at The School of Inspiration have said that magic is an 
“orientation of the heart” (W. Parnell, personal communication, November 14, 2012).  
These words and influence have been said to come from a Buddhist monk, Padmakara.  
Wayne Dyer (1992), whose thinking has also had influence in the school, stated, “You, 
like most people, are probably convinced that if something is real it cannot be magic, and 
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if it is magic it cannot be real.  However, it is my belief that when we get caught in this 
paradox we are inhibited from experiencing our magical dimensions” (p. 3-4).  I realize 
now, after reading Dyer’s (1992) work and critically thinking about Padmakara’s 
influence on the meaning of magic, that when all these people, meaning children and 
teachers, orient their heart towards their work at The School of Inspiration, they manifest 
their dreams and intentions about their work and learning. 
Coming to understand the importance of relationships within the school as well as 
the vital conversational elements (i.e. magic) that flow through the environment, I am 
better able to articulate the experiences and meaning of what it is like to document and be 
a documenter in The School of Inspiration.  These ideas of relationship and magic help 
me convey my first essential theme, transformation and growth. 
Transformation and Growth 
 In the essential theme of transformation and growth, two main topics appeared in 
the data.  Transformation of projects and perspectives reveal the ways in which 
children’s final pieces, or compilations of learning, aid in their understanding of what it 
means to be a documenter in The School of Inspiration.  As children looked back, 
reflected, interpreted, reinterpreted and reread their own documentation, they saw a 
transformation of how each project and experience had come to life over time.  Then, the 
experiences of Growth of self: How the learners’ perspective changes over time 
demonstrates how the child’s documentation led them to build an understanding of how 
they have grown, helping them understand what they had learned and their path as a 
learner.  A discussion of this essential theme follows the data assertions.   
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Transformation of projects and perspectives 
 As I walked into the school, many documentation boards of finished kaleidoscope 
projects from the older children lined the walls of the entrance.  I asked John (age 8) what 
these boards represented and how their design transformed.  In an impromptu interview 
he said, 
On each board we were required to write about what we learned, our reflections 
on learning and the steps to make our kaleidoscope.  Look at mine [pointed to 
board].  What most of the olders [older groups of children] did was make it [the 
kaleidoscope] dark to look magical and old.  It looks old and worn down.  Look at 
the plants on the outside of it.  And this, that’s the dragonfly shimmer (see figure 
10). 
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Figure 10: John’s Kaleidoscope and Project Board 
 Looking for more evidence of this transformation experience, I visited another 
area of the classroom, often referred to as Joan’s side of the room. The younger children 
were still finishing their kaleidoscope project in this space.  At the time of my 
observation, the children were engaged in writing about their kaleidoscopes.  Some 
interpretations of magic and inspiration were beginning to show up on paper.  I observed 
Andrew (age 8) writing, 
A kaleidoscope is a majestic and mysterious item, that wherever you look, you 
see the world differently than you can see with your own eyes.  It transforms what 
we see into something more beautiful. 
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Having just finished her kaleidoscope, Grace (age 7) was asked to write a poem.  She was 
having a hard time describing what she wanted to say.  Stepping in for assistance, Chris 
(age 6) asked Grace why her kaleidoscope was special.  Looking perplexed, she was still 
having trouble with what she wanted to articulate.  As a participant researcher I decided 
to take out my camera.  I asked her to spin the spinner on her kaleidoscope while I took 
pictures.  The decision to step into this experience was influenced by a comment Chris 
made in his discussion with Grace.  Chris began to explain the colors and shapes his 
kaleidoscope would make as he looked through to see the images illuminated on the 
sidewalk outside during a sunny day.  I desired to hear Grace’s reaction and description 
of the shapes and colors that would be produced through an image taken looking down 
through her kaleidoscope.  As she spun I took photos of the light bouncing off the 
triangle of mirrors, which exposed a beautiful display of color and sparkle.  Moments 
later as we looked back through the photos Grace, in an impromptu interview, said, 
When I spin my spinner it is magical.  The light transforms the kaleidoscope into 
flowers, gems and rainbows (see figure 11). 
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Figure 11: Looking Through Grace’s Kaleidoscope 
Leaving this conversation energized, I began to walk around the environment, where I 
looked at and considered the meaning of each child’s kaleidoscope writing.  During this 
time of transition in the school, Rachel (age 9) pulled me aside and asked if I had seen 
her display board.  Rachel brought me to a display board titled, “Reflections on 
Kaleidoscopes.” Reading me a poem, she expressed, 
While looking through your disk at light, you will see a wonderful sight.  It will 
change once it is turned, keep a note of what you learned.  Colors, colors dance 
around, bobbing beautiful patterns up and down.  To the person looking in it will 
never look the same again. 
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 I was struck at the profoundness of Rachel’s imagery in her writing.  Considering 
this theme of transformation and growth, I came to realize that the children’s 
documentation was a compilation of their individual perspectives toward imagery in 
writing.  Rachel’s perspective came alive as she descriptively transformed colors and 
patterns and explained that each transformation was different than each previous.   
Additional evidence of transformation and growth emerges from an inspired hat-
making experience shared by three children.  As they shared, they transformed their ideas 
by referring back to previous work.  Invited into John’s experience of designing his witch 
hat, inspired by Dr. Seuss, he described the basket he was using for his design.  In an 
impromptu interview he stated, 
We didn’t get to pick our basket, the basket picked us.  Jane [the teacher] had a 
card with everyone’s name on it.  The card she drew went with the basket.  I knew 
I wanted to make a witch hat.  This wasn’t the basket I wanted but I made it work.  
I used all these things [points to materials on the floor] to transform my basket 
into a hat. 
Joseph (age 9) interjected, 
The hat has to be stable, it has to be magical and you can’t show the basket at all.  
Here come look at mine. 
He picked up his hat and described his design, thoughts and materials that were used. 
It’s kind of like a whole kingdom hat and a desk organizer all the same.  [Pointing 
to towers].  You pull the string and this pops up and then you can push it back 
down.  This tower is for erasers.  Watch the top of this tower [pulls string].  It 
opens the hatch.  This is the holy order tower, you can put pencils in it.  This is 
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the archane tower, it has two functions.  It holds erasers and it has a rubber band 
with a cardboard arrow you can shoot [points to unfinished tower].  This is going 
to be a sorcerer tower, I’m going to make it so it can hold pencils and erasers 
[turns over hat].  See, this was my basket, but I covered the whole thing and 
transformed it into something mystical and magical (see figure 12). 
 
Figure 12: Final Hats on Display 
Looking around the room, I saw Andrew, who had been absent and had not had time to 
finish his hat design.  I walked over and asked him about his hat design.  He said, 
I’m making a castle hat, like Joseph.  I like towers and really old age stuff.  I got 
inspired by Joseph.  I’m going to paint it.  I need five inches of cardboard here.  I 
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have to cover the outside to have none of the basket showing.  This is really 
tricky. 
Rachel was sitting with her hat, writing her poem about where her hat would take her 
when she wore it.  She began by saying, 
 The hat had a beginning, a middle and an end (see figure 13). 
 
 Figure 13: Temporary Layout of Rachel’s Final Project Board for her Hat Design 
The hat making experience, which took place halfway through my research 
experience, was a significant turning point in how I understood documentation in the 
lives of children and teachers.  The profoundness of the children’s reflections and their 
retelling of each step in their learning experience demonstrated the importance of the 
project design, reflective writing and materials for hands-on experiences.  These elements 
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of the experience brought to life the children’s learning and allowed them to invite 
someone into their work.  This depth was shown as Andrew dove into a step-by-step 
explanation using his past project and learning portfolio. 
 On another occasion and what seemed a normal day in The School of Inspiration, 
I entered the environment to see a group of visiting student teachers engaged with groups 
of children throughout the school.  Spaced throughout the room were several stations, or 
areas with specific documented learning experiences.  At these points, students would 
spend time reflecting with their visitors about their learning and documentation.  I walked 
over to Andrew who had been manipulating a desk organizer.  Fueled by reflection, 
Andrew dove into an in depth explanation about the process of transforming materials 
into a desk organizer.  During my observation he stated, 
These are the first two plans I had.  Jane did not tell us how much wood we had.  
When she told us the measurements I went “oh no.”  I took this plan and shrank it 
down.  I did not like this plan. 
Andrew’s retelling of the process was guided by his own documentation – pencil drawn 
initial plans, written ideas, final black-lined plans, how-to pieces and of course the desk 
organizer itself.  His hands moved through the pages of his learning portfolio, pointing, 
comparing and flipping from plan to plan.  Using his finished desk organizer as a 
demonstration, he would pick it up, rotate it, and flip it, pointing out the measurements on 
his plan in his learning portfolio to where they correlated (piece by piece) on his finished 
desk organizer. Andrew explained his documented proposals in an impromptu interview, 
After my first plan, I made my main framework.  I tried to use as little wood as I 
could to make mine have shelves in it.  What I would store in here is pencils.  I 
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would put pencils in this drawer, erasers in this small shelf and special things in 
here.  I used a circuit to paper clip is on top so electricity can flow through it.  
The battery doesn’t have enough electricity to shock us. 
While Andrew was rotating and turning his desk organizer, I learned how hands-on the 
process of reflection was when referring back to documentation.  This became important 
because as children reflected with their materials and past plans they understood what 
problems they encountered and what was successful.  Consequently their reflections 
allowed the children to come to a firm realization of what design strategies they used 
throughout their experiences. 
 Throughout my time at The School of Inspiration, I saw a strong emphasis placed 
on children showing and explaining their daily thinking in their journals.  Children were 
asked to show their strategies through writing, ways of thinking and steps in a process, to 
support their theories and daily learning.  These processes all demonstrated 
transformation and growth of mind over time.  Teacher Joan shared from her 
documentation experience in an in-depth interview, 
When you share your thinking you can realize where you’ve made your mistakes.  
Don’t erase, show rethinking.   
 After Joan’s experience, I thought back to the experiences I captured with the 
kaleidoscope, hat project and desk organizer reflection.  From each of these reflections, I 
realized that as each child openly shared their documentation, they built a deeper 
understanding of the process of design.  While each project was accompanied by 
numerous pieces of writing, the children had gone through many stages of revision, all 
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which took place in their writing journals.  With each stage archived, the children saw 
their own growth and the growth of their project. 
 Pondering the many experiences shared by children and teachers, I posed the 
question to Jane and Joan about growth and transformation, how work changed and how 
that influenced our documentation and our relationship with what was happening around 
us at school.  I wondered how their work with documentation and the digital camera 
supported this thinking about transformation and growth.  As well, I wanted to know their 
experiences of the digital camera as it contributed to understanding in the school.  In 
response, Jane shared, 
We use it [the digital camera] to show stages of development of something.  To 
show finishes.  We use them to show things that we’ve found in the world that we 
can’t actually bring back. 
Continuing with our interview, I asked about the relationship with the photographic 
documentation, how it influenced the students and how it guided them.  Jane continued, 
We might take lots of pictures of the same activity.  Then we’ll call out the best 
ones to actually show the progress or different children so that different ones are 
represented over the course of it.  Or, if a child is trying to show five things that 
they’ve worked on, like on those puppets, and they’ve got about five different 
things on their book. 
Jane went on to say that there might be several pictures to show significant evidence of 
the learning.  She shared that documentation could show the ending, a chart that they 
made, or processes of working with somebody else.  And, she discussed that there are 
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pictures for the children to choose which allows them to tell what they want because 
sometimes “they are the directors.”   
Joan continued, 
And the different stages of project work.  I see the marionettes playing in my 
head.  The clay and how we took the instruction from how to use the clay, how to 
make it, how to lay out the bones, all those things step by step.  A child, you 
know, Joseph has done a wonderful black-line drawing, looking back. 
Joan also reminded us that we can use documentation to teach someone else, the teachers, 
or to show others at workshops and parent meetings, “That is how we go about doing 
something,” she concluded. 
 I continued the interview and spoke about how the children talk a lot about their 
past work, their portfolio and the process they have gone through to complete each 
project.  I wondered aloud what role the portfolio played in this element of reflection.  
Joan suggests, 
It’s been a gift to have their portfolios near by (see figure 14). 
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Figure 14: Student Portfolio  
Joan went on to say that when they hosted a group of educators from Pacific University, 
Joseph shared his portfolio with a visitor.  He continued to revisit his past projects and 
share the steps he used in completing certain projects.  Joseph came to a point in his 
reflection where he realized he wanted to go back and revise the steps in the process of a 
previous project. 
Joan concluded stating that,  
Your portfolio is something you can really go back and learn from, see the 
transformation of projects (see figure 15). 
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Figure 15: Student Reflecting with Portfolio 
 As I thought about my main and underlying questions, I begin to realize and 
consider the impact of what it has meant--for both teacher and child--to be a documenter 
in the school of inspiration and how each experience of documenting guided genuine 
reflection.  These ideas about transformation of projects guided my path to forming a 
deeper understanding about the learners’ perspective in relation to their growth through 
learning, experiences, documentation and exploration. These considerations of learner 
perspective led me to another aspect of the transformation and growth essential theme. 
 Growth of self: How the learners’ perspective changes over time 
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Growth of self appeared as another component of the Transformation and Growth 
essential theme because these children’s and teachers’ experiences told us that as their 
projects transformed, the view that they held of themselves as a learner grew.  
Documentation informed us of this relationship through reflections and collected 
artifacts.  Throughout my time at The School of Inspiration I began to see a strong 
emphasis placed on children showing and explaining their thinking and what ways 
thinking could be shown.  This was done by displaying strategies and collecting evidence 
to support theories, all demonstrating transformation and growth in learning over time.   
 As I considered this idea about Growth of Self through the documented 
experiences at The School of Inspiration, I began to understand this transformation as 
something recursive or cyclical.  Looking at past documentation, coming to a more full 
understanding about processes and products, allows the documenters— in this case, the 
children—to revisit both what they learned and how they learned it (the design in the 
documentation).  As the children revisited their documentation they began to consider 
new ways of “seeing” their processes, relearning and re-understanding over time.  
Bringing out this notion more fully in an in-depth interview, Joan expressed her 
experiences, 
When you share your thinking you can realize where you’ve made your mistakes.  
Don’t erase, show rethinking.  This will help you over time, it will help you 
understand what you’ve learned and how you’ve grown. 
I believe Joan’s experience related not only to the daily work that the children added into 
their notebooks on documenting, making connections with math, reading and writing, but 
also to the collected documentation in the children’s portfolios.  I am told that as the 
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children finish projects, their work gradually moves into their learning portfolio where 
they can revisit, reflect and look to see and understand how they’ve grown as a learner.  
As I witnessed from time to time, children will revisit this portfolio, either to show 
someone what they have done, to teach someone how to design a project, or to see what 
steps in a process they have gone through previously.  One day, Joseph (age 9) walked 
over and picked up his learning portfolio.  He sat down next to me, opened up his 
portfolio and simply started reflecting aloud, 
I wanted to look at this for a long, long time.  I like this one [pointing to puppet 
project].  I wondered where it went for a long time [turns page].  And this.  I 
wondered where that study went.  I like reading and looking at things I’ve done.  I 
don’t like some of the things I had to do, but if I didn’t do them I wouldn’t look 
back on them.  I need to add stuff to my portfolio.  Oh!  I love this picture.  I 
forgot about this – this is another project we did. 
This moment with Joseph was incredibly powerful and encouraged me to really consider 
the role that documentation played in the daily lives of these children.  This experience 
between me and Joseph happened organically, without prompt or previous consideration.  
Watching Joseph critically reflect with his portfolio made me realize that documentation 
was an integral part in the ways that each child at the school learn and grow based on 
what they’ve done and the current projects they engage.  They use their documented 
work to understand their design and the steps they went through to complete each project.  
Each reflection on documentation allowed the child to grow as a learner, question past 
experiences and find new ways to work on future projects.   
Sitting in the school, taking photos, Joseph once again walked up to me and stated, 
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Do you want to read my book from the first year?  I want you to read all my 
books to see how much better my writing has gotten. 
Consequently, a few days later, I was talking with Joseph about the drawing he was 
making for a school project.  While he was drawing he declared, 
I hate my work.  My work is horrid.  I was impressed that I could do work when I 
was five, but now my work is horrid.   
For Joseph, who was a deep reflecter and loved seeing the transformation of his work by 
looking back at his documents, I recognized this discussion as significant. And, I went on 
to document his looking back at documentation.  He continued, 
I can’t get the details right, it looks horrible.  Look, let me show you how much 
better my work was before. 
Bringing over a significant drawing in his notebook and one that he was proud of, Joseph 
placed the drawing down beside him.  Glancing over at it from time to time, he began to 
produce a detailed representation of the bug he was studying.  I asked him if looking at 
his past work helped him, he replied, 
Yes.  I looked at this and it mostly calmed me down.  I looked at it and thought 
about how I did it.  Like when I sketched the moon [pointing to drawing in 
notebook] (see figure 16). 
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Figure 16: Joseph’s Bug Drawing 
Toward the end of the trimester, the children spent a significant amount of time adding to 
and creating pages in their learning portfolio.  On the cover of each child’s portfolio was 
a drawn representation or torn paper creation of their face or body.  I explored the 
environment, finding Joseph recreating the image of himself that was already on the 
cover of his learning portfolio.  During my observation I asked him why he was doing 
this.  He responded, 
Well, I made this a year ago.  I look different now.  I need to make a new one.  
I’m not going to get rid of my old one, but I will put it in the pages of my 
portfolio to show others how I looked in the beginning.  I look more like this now, 
I want people to see that (see figure 17). 
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Figure 17: Portfolio Cover Image 
 From looking deeply into figure ten, I have learned why it was important for 
Joseph to have a current representation of himself.  Although these portfolios are an 
ongoing collection of documentation, he perceived himself to be growing and changing 
with his work.  I found it interesting how he took his old image and put it into the pages 
of his learning portfolio.  Through his documentation, he showed others a transformation 
of himself, his perspective, and took pride in his collection of past learning. 
 I looked for evidence about this theme and idea of growth in my interview 
transcriptions with Jane and Joan.  I posed the idea in one of our in-depth interviews 
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about going back through photos, and the indications it gives us, as educators, towards 
their learning.  Joan modestly stated, 
Over time, over years, it’s cool to see their growth through the documentation.  
Because, seeing a child over time . . . There is an annual visiting teacher from 
Montana who recognizes Joseph’s work and sees how he’s grown.  That’s a real 
statement. 
In Joan’s sentiment, “That’s a real statement” she expressed a strong emotional stance 
that documentation does convey the growth of each learner.  To be noticed even by a 
once a year visitor seems powerful to Joan. 
Discussions of Transformation and Growth 
 Spending time observing and being with children, taking field notes, interviewing 
children spontaneously, interviewing the teachers and journal writing all brought to life 
this idea of transformation and growth.  I understood that this experience included 
transformation of projects and materials, transformation of design, learning growth, 
personal growth and imaginative growth.  Growth through learning defined the learning 
process, what children and teachers thought about and reflected on to create the meaning 
of individual experiences.  In documentation, we can see an experience ranging from 
initial thoughts to final product.  Each collected piece of documentation fueled the 
thoughts and reflections of children and teachers, giving the visitor of the documents a 
visual pathway to understand the theories and experiences, building identity while 
allowing children and teachers to understand how learning has taken place (Curtis & 
Carter, 2000; Edwards et al, 1993; Turner & Krechevsky, 2003).  This idea is evidenced 
in many of my conversations with Joseph. 
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Documentation brought understanding and meaning to the reasons behind what is 
done (the processes and transformation) and why it was completed in a specific way.  I 
believe an essential element in understanding the theme of transformation and growth 
would be the notion of noble lives, or the materials that bring meaning to each story (as 
described later in the next theme).  Each experience and each story was transformed 
through materials, bringing meaning to documentation and sparking us to think about a 
world unknown, one that is guided by wonder and curiosity.  This idea came to life in my 
data examples, specifically when John and Joseph were discussing the design 
transformation of their hat project and when Andrew reflected back on the processes of 
constructing a desk organizer.   
 Reviewing my fundamental research question, what are the teachers’ and the 
children’s experience of documenting in The School of Inspiration, I am led to believe 
that the children and teachers’ experience of documenting in The School of Inspiration 
can be largely defined through this essential theme of transformation and growth.  As 
children and teachers reflected and reinterpreted each piece of documentation 
(photographs, statements from children, finished projects or each child’s learning 
portfolio) the processes of transformation and growth were brought to life and made 
visible.  
More specifically, understanding of the encountered experiences in this theme of 
transformation and growth can be understood through the lens of the underlying research 
question, what are the children’s experiences and meaning of documenting.  Children 
found meaning in their learning process through reflection such as in Joseph’s reflection 
from his learning portfolio. They saw their learning come to life and began to build an 
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understanding of where they started, how they have grown and where their strengths and 
weaknesses lie (Curtis & Carter, 2000; Yu, 2008).  This came alive in Joseph’s 
reflections and ability to look back at his portfolio and notice how he had grown strongly 
in some places and how he had not grown enough yet in other areas of learning.  The 
children made assumptions and deeply consider how their learning had changed.   
The third underlying research question, what does it mean to be a documenter in 
The School of Inspiration, was addressed through the context of the teachers in the theme 
of transformation and growth.  For teachers, they saw the meaning of documentation, the 
value in the processes and product, such as when Jane stated, “We use it (the digital 
camera) to show stages of development of something.”  Documentation in its different 
forms allowed the teacher to build an understanding of the relationship each child had to 
themselves and to their learning.  Joan pointed out the meaning of documentation when 
she brought us to understand, “We can use it [documentation] to teach someone else, the 
teachers, or to show someone else at workshops – this is how we go about doing 
something.”  Jane and Joan’s quotes helped me understand my research in a more 
profound way, allowing me to see the value and purpose that documentation provides 
educators as they visually encounter relationships, stages of development and the 
processes of transformation in various projects. 
 Understanding this essential theme of transformation and growth is strengthened 
by the children’s use of materials, or what they have come to term, noble lives.  
Specifically, noble lives, or the use of materials for documentation, transforms a 
compilation of learning into an extraordinary adventure.  In the following experiences, 
you will see how Joan took this idea of noble lives and introduced it to the children 
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through documented traces of the materials’ existence and mistreatment, allowing them 
to consider the possibilities of these extraordinary materials.   
Noble Lives: The Materials that Bring Meaning to Each Story 
 In the second essential theme of noble lives, we learn through the children and 
teachers’ experiences that materials bring meaning to documentation, transforming the 
ordinary moment into an extraordinary experience, as in Vecchi’s (2010) notion of 
finding the extraordinary in the everyday.   
 As I entered Joan’s area of the school I saw the words Noble Lives written on the 
whiteboard.  I instantly wondered what this meant.  Turning to Luke (age 6) I asked, 
“What’s a noble life?”  He began our impromptu interview with a very deep explanation 
from beginning to end. 
Materials – buttons, foam, paper clips, paper, bows.  I take these materials and use 
them, I turn them into a piece of artwork and it begins a special life.  When I get 
to put them on a piece of artwork and people get to look at it, it’s living a special 
life.  Basically when these materials fall off a shelf or something its noble life is 
lost.  When a noble life is lost it is not purchased or donated to anything. 
Intrigued by this comment, I turned to Grace and Andrew who were writing and 
documenting about this idea of noble lives.  I asked them, “What do the words noble lives 
mean to you?”  Grace (age 7) continued our conversations by showing me her 
documented work, 
A noble life is the possibility of ordinary materials being used in our work and 
transforming it into something extraordinary.  They can help invite the audience 
into your work. 
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Almost echoing her idea, Andrew (age 8) shared his ideas in an impromptu interview, 
All these materials attract an audience.  They are simply waiting to be picked up 
to live a fabulous life.  When I was thinking about noble lives I started to wonder, 
what’s the perspective of those materials?  So, I took the perspective of the 
materials like we were looking at them and pictured a big arm sweeping them off 
a shelf.  I wanted to imagine if I were a material just sitting there, waiting for a 
person to pick me up. 
Steve (age 5) continued, 
Noble lives are used to make your work beautiful, to attract an audience.  They 
can be saved if someone picks them up and uses them before they find their way 
to the trashcan (see figure 18). 
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Figure 18: Noble Life Writing  
As I jotted down my notes about these ideas and experiences of noble lives, Chris (age 6) 
invited me into his documentation.  He asked me to read what he wrote.  On his paper he 
had written, 
Sometimes noble lives are lost.  A noble life could be found at a normal store.  It 
could be a button, ribbon or special paper.  When it comes to our school it has the 
potential of becoming extraordinary when it finds its way to someone’s work or 
project.  It is an embellishment that makes your work sparkle. 
I began to understand the children’s experiences of noble lives, especially as they were 
expressed in their documentation. These materials that we think are so ordinary invite us 
into the child’s work, probing us, provoking us to wonder what these materials meant to 
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the child, what they meant to the child’s work and whether or not they defined or 
redefined each project.  I hoped to explore if the noble lives of materials held separate 
meaning for each material and protagonist or a collective meaning for all. 
 Persisting into studying this idea of noble lives, I met with Joan and Jane to 
discuss this phenomenon further because I found this concept lingered with me and I 
desired to know their experience as educators in the school.  I began our in-depth 
interview by asking, “I keep coming back to this idea of noble lives and want to know 
what it means to you?  And, how does it resonate with the children, how is it flowing 
through the environment?”  Joan immediately continued this conversation with, 
Well the noble lives, the initial thing, was that we would give quality materials to 
the children and they got to use them for the best and their final drafts, blinks 
extraordinaire [sequins, gems, feathers, buttons or ribbon]. 
Then, Joan went on to tell me about how the children had a very difficult time cleaning 
up the environment.  She shared that one evening Jane was sweeping up the environment, 
thinking about how much money was spent on materials that were eventually lost or 
misused.  Making a decision, Jane put all the materials that the children left scattered 
onto the floor on a piece of butcher paper for the children to see the next day.  Joan 
continued, 
Now, we think about the noble lives that were lost in the recycle if they get 
thrown away and the story came to life because in the stores, on the shelves, are 
all these precious things that are just living ordinary lives but when they have the 
potential to be extraordinary someone comes in and claims them and uses them in 
a noble way. 
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Then, Joan explained that when this idea of noble lives was introduced to the children, 
they began to understand how materials, when thrown away, lose their life and their 
worthiness.  The children began to pick up things, trying to salvage what could have been 
lost if not given more care, reusing them into their documented learning experiences.  
Joan finished her thought, 
So that being, before noble lives, we had a loss of materials that had the potential 
to be extraordinary (see figure 19). 
 
Figure 19: Example of Noble Lives Used on Student Display Boards 
 This explanation captivated me and led me to consider and wonder about the 
voice that each material holds for a child (Reggio Children, 2011).  This experience of 
noble lives made me think about how the materials spoke to the children and their 
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meaning of potentiality they held in the experience of documenting in The School of 
Inspiration. 
 Discussion of Noble Lives 
 From spontaneously interviewing children, keeping field notes and interviewing 
the teachers, I came to realize that when children use materials to create, document and 
make learning visible—making the noble lives—they considered possibilities.  The 
possibility of design and that each material makes the previous one stronger.  While 
working, talking with the children and reflecting on their documents with them I have 
learned that these possibilities encountered by the children allowed them to build 
relationships and connections with the materials they chose. This is the case in Andrew’s 
story when he considered the perspective of the material, building a respect for what he 
uses daily in his own documented work.   
Using multiple modalities (i.e. writing, embellishments and so forth), children 
communicated and expressed their experiences, through their documentation, in a fresh 
and original way. Experiences, then, spoke to how they were internalizing their projects 
(Cadwell, 1997; Edwards et al, 1993; Vecchi, 2010).  These unique relationships allowed 
children to question and consider their path of design.  Where they should go in their 
learning, what they should do to demonstrate their learning and how they should 
complete a project plan is co-determined by documenting and considering the noble lives 
of materials. 
 As much as the possibilities that the materials, or noble lives, present to children, I 
am led to believe (from Andrew’s explanation) that the concept of noble lives offered 
children a deepened perspective about their life.  When asked about noble lives, children 
EXPLORING REGGIO-INSPIRED DOCUMENTATION 117 
offered up explanations about respect, living an extraordinary life, and the possibility of 
what would happen if a life was lost by simply being forgotten or pushed into the trash, 
being reminded of what Joan said, “So that being, before noble lives, we had a loss of 
materials that had the potential to be extraordinary.”  This concept of noble lives was 
much like real life, as children considered the possibilities of each material, the delicacy 
of their life and their relationship that was built through respected use.  Children began to 
think about the materials’ usefulness, their importance and meaning to their 
documentation, as Chris’s documented experience told us. 
 The concept of noble lives related to my underlying research question, what are 
the children’s experiences and meaning of documenting.  Noble lives brought up an 
interesting element for the children.  If the child thinks of the materials simply as 
materials, they can complete a project, without much intention or strong relationship to 
their learning.  Thinking about materials as noble lives created the possibility of 
something extraordinary, something oriented toward intentional use; recalling magic as 
orientation of the heart.  When a story of learning, an experience, a reflection on 
documentation was revisited from this standpoint the child allowed the reader or viewer 
to enter the world of their work in a different way.  
When we enter the world of the child’s documentation through the lens of noble 
lives, the children are able to talk about their intention towards their work and the respect 
that was held for ideas and for design (Cadwell, 1997; Edwards et al, 1993; Gandini, 
1997; Vecchi, 2010).  Through each experience, the children talk about the meaning that 
the materials give to their work and their life.  Each documented experience was 
deepened and they began to find great meaning in their documentation, such as in Luke’s 
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and Grace’s examples of how materials, or noble lives, invite audiences into their work. 
The concept of noble lives allows us to consider finding the extraordinary in the ordinary, 
which deepens the children’s belief about their experience of documenting, building a 
relationship with their work and deepening their daily life connections to learning, self 
and others. 
Connections: To Learning, Self and Others 
 In the essential theme of connections, we learn that as children connect what they 
know and have learned, they build threads and continuations in their learning.  Building 
connections demonstrates to others that learning is an ongoing process.  Children referred 
to and looked back at their own documentation which strengthened their ideas and skills.  
When their thinking was documented the children saw how they had grown and reflected 
on their learning experience, such as in Andrew’s previous retelling of his learning 
experience building a desk organizer.   
 When children made notes, tried and retried, they documented their learning in 
their notebooks.  This gave them a place to reference that brought meaning to what they 
were working on as projects and other learning experiences.  Each child either 
remembered the strategy they previously used or encountered disequilibrium from their 
own daily documentation.  These notes created the possibility that the children would 
reflect back on previous learning, considering new ways to figure out problems and new 
situations.  These notebooks provided the teacher or parent with a story of learning, the 
processes, connections and thoughts behind each child’s daily actions during their school 
day.  Before diving into the idea of connections as a theme in The School of Inspiration, I 
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decided to take a moment and interview Joan about her experience of what this idea 
meant to her and to the children.  She believed, 
The children always say, ‘I have a connection’ because we’ve spent a lot of time 
doing this in literacy, making connections to other texts.  I usually do this in the 
beginning of the school year to any read aloud that I was reading.  After reading, I 
would model by asking, does anyone have a connection to this book, to another 
text, to a real world experience, is it to a person, or to yourself?  So they used to 
say text-to-text, text-to-self or text-to-world and that was a theme.  Now they just 
say, “I have a connection” and they make connections to all kinds of things in 
their lives.  
I began to listen closely to the conversations between children and teachers to build an 
understanding about Joan’s belief in connections through documentation.  I carefully 
listened for the word connections in conversations between teacher and child.  
Essentially, I wanted to understand how the concept of connection was used, what 
context it was used in and how the children related this idea to their individual 
experiences.  For several days, I jotted down as many quotes and interactions as I 
possibly could to build a deeper understanding of what Joan had told me in our previous 
conversation. 
 Sitting in on Joan’s numeracy group I observed many conversations.  Joan posed 
this idea to the children, 
Make as many connections as possible in 5 minutes.  What can you connect?  
How many different ways can you connect to that number?  Think about the 
connections you make with your equations.   
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Luke (age 6) exclaimed, 
I’m going to make some connections that we don’t usually do.  I know a really 
cool connection to make. 
Later, as the children are writing, Joan asked, 
Can you look back at yesterday’s work?  Would that be a help to you?  Hopefully 
you took down as much information as possible.  When it comes time for 
conferences, you’re going to want to show your family how you’ve improved on 
making connections.  If you only have one or two, you’re going to be sorely in 
trouble [said jokingly]. 
As Ryan (age 8) flipped back and forth between the pages of his math notebook he stated, 
 I’m looking back to see other connections. 
The conversation continued with Joseph (age 9), 
 I remember this from yesterday, let me look. 
Echoing this statement, Chris (age 6) suggested, 
 That’s what I did, I looked at yesterday’s notes [he points to yesterday’s notes]. 
As the children were writing, documenting their connections, Joan posed more questions, 
Is there anything else we can make connections to today?  Does anyone have a 
connection that we need to make that we haven’t made yet? 
 As participant-researcher I found myself looking for connections in the children’s 
daily lives and searching for how it would show up in the daily documentation of 
children’s learning.  Their experiences showed that children not only made connections 
in their learning (i.e. how we connect our daily math concepts), but they connected to 
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their daily lives through their reading.  In an impromptu interview, Jordan (age 9) was 
connecting to his reading, Encyclopedia Brown by saying, 
Encyclopedia told someone to stay in the car and be quiet.  That’s what my mom 
would say when we went to the grocery store.  And he rushes to the telephone.  
That’s what we do when our dad calls. 
This idea of how the children connect what they’re reading to their daily lives is an 
alluring concept.  It seemed that children naturally made these connections during their 
school day, but putting an emphasis on connections allowed children to have a personal 
relationship with their own learning.  So, when there was a deep personal connection 
between one’s own life and learning, it seemed that the child took their learning more 
seriously.  Building connections also allowed the children to build meaning with their 
learning.  Specifically, they began to develop a depth to their work, making it personal, 
rather than superficial. 
 A unique feature in The School of Inspiration is the learning portfolio children 
create. The portfolio provides the teacher and parent with a documented collection of 
projects and past learning.  Each student carefully designed the cover of their portfolio 
with a face, their face as a representation of how they saw themselves at that moment in 
time.  Ryan, a student new to the school this year was asked to make his portfolio cover.  
John (age 8) who was sitting next to Ryan asked, 
Are you excited about making a portfolio Ryan?  I have to work on mine a little 
too. 
Ryan (age 8) answered with, 
 Yes, it looks like a lot of fun.  I don’t know what a portfolio is, but it looks fun. 
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Commenting, John stated, 
Oh, it’s for your work so after it comes off the wall you take it and put it in your 
portfolio, see [opening up his portfolio to show Ryan]? 
Flipping through John’s pages, Ryan explained to John how much he liked this idea.  I 
heard him explain how, at his old school, they just took their work home.  With materials 
in hand, a mirror, pencil and paper, Ryan sat down to begin his work.  Still engaged in 
conversations, John prompted the drawing of his beginning by saying, 
Look at yourself for a couple minutes.  It gets you to look at everything on your 
face and make it a little more realistic. 
Deeply looking at his features Ryan started drawing.  Stopping he said, 
Look [pointing to mirror]!  I made some connections in the mirror, my eyes, my 
hair (see figure 20).  
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 Figure 20: Ryan Making Connections 
Wondering what Ryan meant by his statement.  I asked, 
 When you said you made connections to your eyes and hair, what do you mean? 
Ryan explained, 
Well they look the same.  See [pointing to mirror again].  I can look at myself in 
the mirror and make my drawing more realistic.  I want to make my portfolio look 
as much like me as possible.  The mirror will help me.  I think my mom will be 
proud of this drawing.   
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As he continued to draw, I realized that Ryan was building a relationship with himself.  
He was connecting what he was seeing in the mirror to the task at hand. 
 A significant amount of my time in The School of Inspiration was spent 
documenting a long-term study about bugs.  For this project, the children participated in 
group learning and then were given a bug of their choice to study and deeply understand.  
As a final culminating component of the project, each child put together note cards with 
information about their bug that was complied and documented onto a larger school chart 
(see figure 21)   
 
 
Figure 21: School Bug Chart 
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Once the project was completed, the children participated in other learning experiences, 
based on what they were learning in their smaller groups at the time.  I entered the 
environment one day and Luke (age 6) walked up to me and, in an impromptu interview 
exclaimed, 
Jen!  Come here, this is so cool, you have to see our bug chart!  All my note cards 
are laid out and we are taping them together.  We are going to hang it up and then 
we get to make connections between our bug and other people’s bugs.  Joan said I 
can do a diagram with my bug and someone else’s, two, but I wonder if I can 
make a connection with three bugs! 
I followed Luke, eager to see and hear what he had to say about this experience of 
making connections.  Over the next couple days, as he worked on his Venn diagram, he 
began to point and make connections aloud from his bug cards to others. 
Mine is a leafhopper, it has the same number of legs as that one [pointing to 
another card on the wall] (see figure 22). 
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Figure 22: Luke Working on His Venn Diagram 
Later in the morning, Luke came back to his former work and suggested, 
These two bugs both fly, that is a connection.  I wonder if I can make a 
connection with their lifecycle or if that will be in a different circle. 
I began to realize that this idea, or essential theme, of connections showed up in the 
children’s daily-life learning.  Connections flowed through the environment as found in 
the everyday conversations of teachers and children.   
 Following these experiences with the children, I decided to focus my next 
interview with Jane and Joan on this idea of connections.  I asked each teacher to bring 
one artifact from the school that they believed connected to documentation, the children 
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and the learning in some way.  By artifact, I meant a photograph, display board, three-
dimensional project (i.e. desk organizer or kaleidoscope) or journal entry.  Joan started 
our in-depth interview, 
My artifact is probably Chris and the book he is reading, The Boxcar Children 
#55 in the series.  It just so happens that one of the characters in the book that 
they have to research and know about a little bit about happens to be from the 
Revolutionary War (see figure 23). 
 
 
Figure 23: Chris Researching the Revolutionary War 
Joan continued this conversation by explaining that this was significant to Chris because 
he previously studied and read three or four books about the Revolutionary War.  After 
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they were done reading for the day, Chris approached Joan excitedly, saying that The 
Boxcar Children was connected to his past research about the Revolutionary War.  Joan 
concluded, 
Chris made the connection from present to past learning.  He went on and on 
about how one of the characters in The Boxcar Children and how they connected 
to his previous study.  It was so great to see him moving back and forth between 
present and past learning. 
As Joan deeply reflected on her sentiments, Jane carefully touched on her thoughts.  She 
discussed how Joan’s notion of a child’s reflection as an artifact was important to the 
experience of using and reflecting on documentation.  She continued the conversation by 
sharing that normally we consider our artifacts of documentation those that we can carry, 
completed project boards or displays, such as what she brought, but the notion of this 
reflection as an artifact was an important consideration as we understand how children 
make connections to their learning in profound ways.  Jane went on to share her artifact, a 
completed piece of learning from many years previously that still continues to hold 
influence in her daily work with children.  However, being deeply touched by Joan’s 
chosen artifact, she kept touching on the sentiments written above and the importance of 
how, as teachers, we can deeply understand documentation through more than we can 
touch physically.   
 Discussions of Connections 
 Spending time interviewing, observing and taking field notes on the children’s 
experience of documenting their own learning gave me a unique vantage point.  As I 
watched the children draw, make tables and charts, take notes and organize their thinking, 
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I began to see their experience of documenting come to life before me.  I noticed them 
revisiting the previous day’s notes and connecting their day-to-day thinking.  Actively 
learning, the children flipped back and forth, compared notes, built an understanding of 
their previous experiences and how those connected to what was going on at the time. 
 Re-reading my fundamental question, what are the teachers’ and the children’s 
experience of documenting in The School of Inspiration, I realize that the experiences, as 
recounted in the connections theme, touch on each of my underlying questions, bringing 
meaning to this larger fundamental question.  Looking to my underlying questions, I 
believe that the first, what does it mean to be a documenter in The School of Inspiration, 
and the second, what are the children’s experiences and meaning of documenting, work 
together in the connections theme. 
This integration was made visible by the daily connections that children made in 
their journals, as told in conversations with Luke and Chris.  I realized that when children 
made connections as a form of documentation, they were informing teachers and other 
adults of what they knew.  This did not only happen through written notes and photo-
documented experiences but through conversation and interaction when they were 
flipping back and forth in their journals making sense of their previous experiences.  
When children reflected, compared and made notes, it was the perfect collection of 
documentation in their work (Edwards et al, 1993).  Looking back and making 
connections with their own documentation, the children could see predictions, strategies 
and also growth and transformation, such as in the conversation with Luke, John, Jordan 
and Ryan.  They used their collection of documentation and experiences as an 
understanding of what they were doing and in their learning processes, like Joan proposes 
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when she asked the children to look back at past daily work to find connections and build 
on previous knowledge.   
These acts of reflection, interpretation and connection-building encouraged the 
children to become a documenter.  While their experiences helped build meaning with 
their own documentation, they continued to become strong documenters themselves.  
This happened as they made sense of previous experiences and engaged in continued 
conversation about their learning and transformation. 
 As evidenced in my first conversation with Joan about the role that the theme 
connections plays in the daily lives of children, I realize that--for the teachers--this 
conversational element flows through the daily language in all areas.  As each connection 
becomes visual, through writing, teachers are able to see this form of documentation 
visually while working with the children.  The progression, in written form, allows the 
teacher to see how thoughts, theories and processes have grown into each other.  With 
this collection of documentation, children can guide their own conversations, helping the 
teacher to build an understanding of where to go and what paths to follow in the 
child(ren’s) learning.  As we see the children build connections, we see them build 
meaning in their daily work. 
Summary 
 Now that we’ve explored the data in three themes and formulated discussions 
about each set, substantial conclusions and implications can be drawn.  Theme one, 
transformation and growth, brought about the meaning and reason behind 
documentation.  From the children’s and teachers’ experiences we were able to see how 
personal and individual growth helped shape the learner’s perspective, helping to 
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transform culminations of learning.  Theme two, noble lives, allowed me to consider the 
possibilities of how materials strengthen the children’s work, building understanding and 
creating connections.  Theme three, connections, took us into documentation in action, 
where children moved back and forth between what they knew and had documented to 
what they were beginning to discover.  These illuminations help to draw conclusion 
around documentation as cyclical and documenting as a reflective practice.  Implications 
of this study lead to a reconceptualization of documentation in elementary classrooms. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Implications for the Future of Elementary Education 
Now that the data and discussion have illumined three themes and numerous 
findings, chapter five turns to the conclusions and implications of this research study.  In 
the conclusions section I find myself reflecting on the big idea of reflection.  From the 
findings in chapter four, the experience of reflection became cyclical for children and 
teachers as they visited and revisited past learning experiences.  In the implications 
section I revisit my initial introduction into this research project and focus on how the 
experiences of documentation can be reconceptualized in elementary school 
environments.   
Conclusions 
 Embarking on the journey to answer my fundamental question, what are, the 
teachers’ and the children’s experience of documenting in The School of Inspiration, I 
encountered powerful experiences that blossomed into three essential themes, 
transformation and growth, noble lives, and connections.  Each experience with 
documentation in The School of Inspiration, and the countless representations of learning 
and relationships, helped build layers and moments that tied together and scaffold upon 
each other.  A deeper look inside these experiences revealed how each child and teacher 
fostered a relationship with documentation and formulated careful consideration towards 
daily reflection.  
 To address my fundamental and underlying research questions, I collected field 
notes, spontaneously interviewed the children, held in-depth interviews with the 
educators, reflected in my journal and collected photographic documentation to reveal the 
experiences in the environment.  During my data collection period, as I reflected on each 
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experience in my journal, I encountered the stories that ultimately led to the outlining of 
my three essential themes.  These experiences came to life with photographs, anecdotes 
from children and the in-depth interviews with the main educators, Jane and Joan.  From 
the underlying threads and layers of each experience I found significant knots that wove 
each essential theme together such as John’s retelling of the kaleidoscope project, 
Joseph’s reflections about his learning portfolio and Andrew’s retelling of building a desk 
organizer.   
 While I was first beginning to sift through the experiences of children and 
teachers I thought that each theme would be very obvious, separating itself from the 
others very specifically.  Over time I worked with the experiences by reading and 
rereading my written observations and reflections, even making matrix of conversations 
and photos, transcribing interviews as well as highlighting and adding post-it notes to aid 
in generating meaning.  This process deepened my insight into how each theme 
interwove with the other.  I noticed that many stories could fit into one or more themes, 
fully bringing to life the essence of each experience.  I wondered how I could exemplify 
the knots that wove each theme together, while also giving credence to each individually 
and illuminating the experiences full-heartedly.   
 What became apparent was the belief of reflection as a cyclical process.  This 
recursive thought became a big idea for me as I unpacked each experience.  Children and 
teachers revisited, rethought, reread and reinterpreted their own documentation.  These 
actions deepened reflection within the environment.  I believe this directly relates to 
Schon’s (1983) writing regarding reflection as central to the educational practice of 
children and teachers.  What can be derived from Schon’s (1983) work and my 
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experience at The School of Inspiration was how the amount of reflective practice I 
encountered deepened what was known about projects and ideas, and allowed the space 
for critical questioning.  These processes provided an avenue to uncover the meaning 
behind each educational experience.  However, reflection is a complex act that requires a 
devoted desire to grow, learn and develop from documented experiences.  While my 
encounters with reflection in this research project lent themselves to critically 
understanding processes and ideas, I have realized that children and teachers did not 
immediately realize their successes.  Instead children and teachers began to make 
meaning of the problems within their projects propelling them into a world of new 
understanding.   
 Most specifically this big idea of reflection came to life as I joined together the 
experiences and stories of transformation and growth.  As I listened to everything from 
Andrew’s reflection on building a desk organizer to Joseph’s interpretation about the 
evolution of his work, I realized that documentation encouraged children and teachers to 
continually reflect about their past learning.  Each piece of documentation – photographs, 
initial and final outlined plans, and written reflection – made visible the processes and 
product to the viewers.  With photos and outlined plans, the reflector (teachers or 
children) reencountered their learning and brought forth new memories about each 
experience which encouraged the cycle of reflection to continue.  As these new memories 
came forth learners were able to reinterpret the design process and possibly question past 
learning strategies.  More specifically, reflection encouraged new learning and the 
reinterpretation of past learning to take place.   
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 This point in my journey as a participant researcher thrust me into a world 
unknown.  In my journaling I asked the question, what is documentation really?  At the 
beginning of my research study I defined documentation as using a digital camera (to 
capture the learning in photography), transcriptions, written narratives, observations and 
field notes in the elementary context to look into, understand, making meaning of and 
give visibility to learning experiences.  However, each experience left me questioning my 
initial definition.  While documenting I continued to encounter the reflection of past and 
current learning experiences.  What guided this reflection was the child’s relationship to 
their academic learning, which included photographs and their own written drafts.  
Understanding documentation through the child’s experience as academic learning, I 
noticed a strong pull towards the children’s relationship with their work.  As I considered 
how learning in this context built a deep relationship with academic learning, I pursued a 
deeper understanding in my approach to seeking the experiences of using documentation 
in the elementary environment. 
  I thought about this unexpected encounter with the children’s relationship with 
their learning and went back to my interview transcriptions.  As seen in the beginning of 
chapter four, in my first interview, Jane poignantly said;  
The other thing that you capture is the relationships.  Whether it’s the relationship 
with a  child to a piece of work, how they’re looking at it or the way they’re 
holding it, studying it, contemplating it and then the other thing is the way they 
are with each other because you’ll get in the camera more than one child and 
you’ll see where they are in relationship to each other and what they’re doing 
together 
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Her statement encouraged me to look for the relationships in photos and allowed me to 
enter each experience with documentation differently.  This shed a new light and urged 
me to look back at past reflections.  I understood each experience through a different 
lens.  Looking at documentation through the lens of relationship, I felt the experiences.  
At first I believed that the experience of working with documentation was about picking 
apart and analyzing a story or a journey.  In fact I was mistaken, documentation and the 
relationship with documentation was about finding the story and reliving the journey.   
 Placing my photos alongside the experiences expressed by teachers and children, I 
began to look for relationships.  Eventually these became the relationships towards the 
lives of materials that have noble lives, to growth, to transformation and to connections.  
The many experiences of documentation brought feelings of magic, wonder, curiosity 
and excitement.  I encountered children’s smiles and laughter, the way their heads nestled 
together and the way their mouths moved indicating conversations through each collected 
photograph.  The visual representations alongside the written experiences from 
spontaneous interviews and collected conversations brought to life each experience more 
fully.  I experienced documentation in a whole new way, giving me a deeper insight into 
the experiences I had a difficult time bringing forth in the beginning.   
 Encountered relationships, embodied through individual experiences and 
reflection ultimately became the three main themes I spoke to in the previous chapter.  
Each of these themes led me to more fully understand the implications for use of 
documentation in the elementary classroom. 
Implications for the Future of Elementary Education 
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 To provide clear understanding I outline the three main implications from the 
experiences gathered at The School of Inspiration: reflection, academic journey and 
design, and group identity.  Reflecting back on my own journey, my initial focus was to 
contribute to the reconceptualization of elementary practice by borrowing and making 
meaning of documentation experiences in an elementary classroom setting.  Inspired by 
the practices used in the Municipal Preprimary Schools and Infant-Toddler Centers of 
Reggio Emilia, Italy I sought to consider how the use of documentation in the elementary 
classroom would make visible the learning experiences and ways of living the teaching 
and learning process.  Putting forth my fundamental question, what are the teachers’ and 
the children’s experience of documenting in The School of Inspiration, I was guided by a 
phenomenological approach where I acted as a participant-researcher, immersing myself 
in the experiences at The School of Inspiration.   
 My journey began with my own experience of magic, wonder and curiosity as I 
encountered documentation in an elementary school for the first time.  Moving closer to 
the documentation and experiencing the stories through the photographs and writings of 
the children, I realized that I wanted to deeply understand the process and experience of 
collecting, interpreting and reflecting on documentation.   
 My initial encounter led me to reflect on my own experience as an elementary 
educator in traditional, private school environments.  A problem arose for me as I faced a 
paradox of wanting to break away from the confines of how I was educated to provide 
children with an education infused with big ideas and a context of learning focused on 
documentation, collaboration, interaction and group problem solving (Guidici, Rinaldi & 
Krechevsky, 2001). 
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 During this research study, I have begun to understand the experiences of using 
documentation in elementary school and the ways of living the teaching and learning 
process.  The collection of field notes, in depth interviews, spontaneous interviews, and 
photographs combined with many hours of journaling and reflection led me to more 
deeply understand the importance of integrating documentation into the elementary 
classroom.  Each experience showed how reflective thought affects how children learn 
and how teachers learn to guide learning, such as in Andrew’s retelling of building a desk 
organizer, Joseph’s past interpretations of his documented work, and Jane and Joan’s 
discussion about how photographs allow children to be the directors of their learning.   
 The experiences of children and teachers led me to believe that reflection is 
essential to understanding the learning and teaching process.  To better make sense of 
what teachers and children have learned, they must reflect on their learning, and possibly 
add to, question and deepen their theories about what has taken place (Dewey, 1933; 
Jarvis, 1992; Parnell, 2011; Schon, 1983).  This documented learning is very cyclical.  As 
one grows, they continually learn and relearn, strengthening the theories and ideas they 
have previously come to understand, maybe in the same ways or maybe altogether 
differently.  If we believe learning stops once something is mastered, growth stops as 
well.  However, each experience with documentation allowed children and teachers to 
revisit past learning and continue to question what they knew and understood.  In this 
sense, reflection from documentation provided an avenue for all participants to grow, 
learn and better articulate what they had come to understand.   
 The power of reflection became apparent in Andrew’s retelling of building a desk 
organizer, Joan’s conversations about the use of documentation and Joseph’s many 
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reflections about his portfolio and book writing.  These examples all brought to life the 
importance of the cyclical idea of growing, learning and articulating.   Each of these 
stories, told from the perspective of the documenter, demonstrate how reflection and 
reinterpretation allowed for questioning and the possibility of looking at a project from a 
different angle or perspective.  From these stories, visitors noticed that each piece of 
documentation contributed to the reflection process.   Documentation provided the 
pathway to understand what was done in the past and possibly what could be done in the 
future to strengthen the project or create a new perspective.  Reflection of this nature was 
supported by the design of documentation - photographs, final compilations of learning 
and noble lives – creating the possibility for new experiences and encounters with 
learning. 
 My experience has shown me that the use of documentation in the elementary 
classroom is an invitation into the world of children and teachers.  Documentation allows 
children to share what they feel comfortable sharing, letting adults visit their experiences 
in a respectful way.  While powerful for the children, teachers also reflect on learning 
experiences.  Reflection about past and current documentation ignites a fire of energy and 
passion.  The teachers spoke about the children’s growth, the different strategies of 
teaching and documenting and the how the children engaged with their own and others’ 
documentation.  In conversations with teachers and visitors, children carefully and 
intentionally chose which pieces of documentation to reflect upon.  Everything that was 
shared held great significance and importance and provided adults with a glimpse into the 
child’s learning experiences. 
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 With reflection a central component of the experience of documentation, I 
wondered where the teachers found this ignited energy and passion as they became 
learners alongside the children.  As Jane said, 
Where isn’t it.  I think taking the camera and focusing on that small moment, it’s 
just an exploding jewel.  That’s high energy to be able to find the moment and 
have it mean something really significant in the telling of the story. 
Jane then stated that their experience of documentation was not only about photographs: 
It’s the children’s writing, their thinking, their work that’s sloppy that’s the 
beginning of some new thing, it’s the prototype, the first draft, the final draft, it’s 
all of that.  All of that is some evidence of something that they’re trying. These 
are things that are being created in the happening that are themselves 
documentation. 
These stories told in photographs and project work created layers of experiences 
throughout the environment.  Documented experience upon documented experience 
encouraged a deep level of reflection from the teachers.   
Another implication, the academic journey and design, came forth from the 
reflective process as children and teachers more deeply understood their growth, 
transformation and learning processes.  Documentation provided a pathway to 
understanding the learning experiences of children in this elementary environment, 
revealing the ways children learned, what they believed and the direction they took from 
beginning to end.  Rather than focus on benchmarks or the targets that must be met by a 
certain date, documentation experiences in The School of Inspiration created a story for 
the future.   
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Photographs, display boards, portfolios and finished projects (i.e. desk organizers, 
kaleidoscopes or hats) were layered around the school, beside each other, on top of each 
other for others to see and learn from.  These pieces provided a pathway for others to 
encounter how the children have learned and how they continue to grow.  Others 
experienced the intensity of this learning through the complexity of the children’s 
displays which usually included reflective writing, poetry, how-to pieces, challenge 
charts and sketches of the process from beginning to end.  Each display was not defined 
by truth, or right and wrong, but by the experiences and reflection of the learners 
(teachers and children) and what they believed they were capable of doing and achieving.  
Future integration of documentation into the elementary classroom will create a new 
avenue for revealing the joy and discovery of each learning experience.   
 I reflect back once again on the kaleidoscope projects and the compilations of 
learning that lined the walls as I entered the environment and the notion that these 
displays of documentation encouraged each child to uniquely express in different ways 
what they experienced.  Each child displayed what they believed was significant to their 
learning, developing a responsibility towards their work.  For the teachers, these displays 
visually showed the depth and evidence of the academic processes the children were 
grappling with.  From each display the teachers could assess writing, mathematical, 
scientific and design strategies.  With the design of the child’s processes illuminated 
alongside reflection, the teachers could see the beginning of new strategies forming, and 
thinking come to life.  
What I found most interesting from my reflection was that each of the display 
boards showed evidence of the whole spectrum of the project.  The stories showed the 
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introduction to a project, allowing visitors to experience how something was built, like in 
the kaleidoscope project.  The steps might all have been the same, but the stories and 
processes were unique to the learner.  Each child internalized their journey in a different 
way, indicating their differences and uniqueness.  Yet, they also had a collective identity 
about them as displays of learning, mutually lived (See Figure 24). 
 
Figure 24: Kaleidoscope displays lining the walls of the environment 
 Spontaneous encounters around the kaleidoscope project happened early in my 
research project.  I believe these encounters were a huge turning point in my experience 
as a participant-researcher and my own reconceptualization of elementary school 
practice.  I visited the entry way several times, took notes, photographs and reflected in 
my journal.  I noted that each compilation of learning, each piece of documentation 
EXPLORING REGGIO-INSPIRED DOCUMENTATION 143 
allowed the individual child’s own personality to shine.  There was certain intensity in 
the learning.  Based on the students’ interests and needs, they were allowed to internalize 
their learning through writings such as how to lists, poetic reflection and story telling.  
All of these completed display boards included elements of math, writing, design and 
science – uniquely integrating diverse subject matter into a long-term study.  I was 
brought to a new understanding, one that continued to guide my journey.  I realized that 
the experiences with documentation; children writing, reflecting and rewriting to produce 
a beautiful display of design and learning, deepened each learning encounter.  These 
documentation methods allowed the child to really engage with the processes of math and 
science, deepening their understanding of the subject matter. 
 For the teachers these compilations of learning gave a visual of growth over time.  
As projects were layered throughout the environment, each child’s story came to life 
inviting the teacher to see their growth as a learner.  Jane commented that it is difficult to 
remember a child’s work over time, especially the large display pieces.  The visual 
element of photographic documentation honors these learning experiences capturing 
them for the future.  Documenting the child’s documentation was a powerful experience 
for the teachers providing them the opportunity to tell the stories to one another as they 
take the child’s work out for others to engage in the world of learning at The School of 
Inspiration.   
 Considering documentation and the design of culminations of learning, I am 
brought back to Curtis and Carter’s (2000) descriptions about documented encounters 
with children.  Curtis and Carter’s (2000) writing brings educators back to the notion of 
understanding documented encounters with children and how children need to invent, 
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rearrange and take apart materials and information to build purpose in their learning.  The 
documented experiences found in The School of Inspiration lent themselves immediately 
to understanding that when given the room for imagination, curiosity and purpose, 
children encounter a world of possibilities in relation to their learning.   
However, the time and space for this deepened learning is not commonly found in 
elementary environments.  With educators bound to charts and grids with curriculum 
swiftly moving through topics of interest, children are not given the time and space for 
this type of educational enjoyment.  Each experience with documentation, whether it be 
photographs, written reflection and discussed reflection lends itself to a deeper 
understanding of what is taught.  Children and teachers alike come to a deep 
understanding of scientific design, mathematical theory, and written and verbal 
expression.   
 This research project has led me to believe that the collected experiences and 
incorporation of documentation into elementary classrooms is uniquely about how 
educators understand the children’s academic learning and the experiences they provided 
to the children.  I found that documentation made visual the step-by-step designs of ideas, 
theories and stories while also providing children with the time and space for use of 
materials to deepen their experiences.   This was in great contrast to swiftly moving from 
lesson to lesson, culminating units with an exam providing space for little or no depth for 
understanding.  With certainty and intentionality these documented experiences allowed 
children the time to look and consider where they wanted to go with materials and 
information.    
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 Documentation built group identity, by helping children understand how others 
learn from visual representation of the processes of learning and teaching.  When children 
viewed other compilations of learning and teachers shared reflection, future collaboration 
and design was encouraged, just as Turner and Krechevsky (2003) suggested in Who are 
the teachers? Who are the learners?.  Documented learning experiences of individual 
and group learning provided insight into the meaning of interactions, explorations, 
considerations, choices and experiences (New, 2003; Robertson & Fleet, 1999).  This 
idea can be most vividly seen in many examples of the kaleidoscope project and hat 
designs as well as the whole school bug chart, which children had to visit and revisit 
several times throughout the duration of their study.  These experiences encouraged 
children to interact with each other, hold conversations about their learning and their 
inspirations.  The many interactions and experiences I encountered solidified the fact that 
learning in this environment was not solitary, but a group process.  Through reflection, 
interaction and problem solving, conversations lent themselves to deeply understanding 
learning.  Children questioned others about their processes and strengthened their own 
documented experiences, while other interactions provided an avenue for learning about 
the ways that others learn and understand projects.    
 Final Reflections 
 Reflecting on the experiences at The School of Inspiration has encouraged me to 
critically think about my past experiences as an educator and what I now consider for the 
future of elementary education.  I wonder, how can educators using this pedagogy of 
reflective learning where experiences are made visual through photographs and stories in 
classrooms that support a culture of standardized testing, performance outcomes, 
EXPLORING REGGIO-INSPIRED DOCUMENTATION 146 
accomplishments and assessments.  With a narrowed focus of education where the 
educator is “supported” by a series of spiral bound curriculum models that supposedly 
give correct scope and sequence of learning encounters, educators must now consider 
how to infuse documentation in the daily life of the children they are working with in the 
elementary classroom.  Using documentation in the elementary classroom as a way to 
reflect on learning experiences would allow educators to begin to build an understanding 
of what children are interested in, wonder about and where their curiosity lies.   
 Grappling with the notion that not all educators have the flexibility to dig into 
materials or stray away from scripted lesson plans, I now wonder where documentation 
fits into traditional school models.  My experience at The School of Inspiration was that 
of a unique elementary school environment where documentation happened organically 
in the daily lives of children and teachers.  For the participants in this environment 
documentation included photographs, written narratives, compilations of learning, 
learning portfolios, noble lives and daily writing and math journals.  However, looking at 
all these pieces put together, documentation in other elementary environments can first be 
thought of as the children’s academic learning encounters.   
 The experiences I encountered at The School of Inspiration now leave me at a 
crossroads, one that is divided by the majority of schools and educators I come into 
contact with and the small number of elementary environments that support this 
pedagogy of documentation.  The documented experiences at The School of Inspiration 
explored in chapter four’s findings support the idea that education is an ongoing process.  
Rather than considering children’s learning as an attained goal, experiences such as the 
kaleidoscope project, the long-term study of bugs and portfolio reflections show us that 
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learning is an ongoing, continual process of questioning and reflection.  From this 
research, and supported research from my literature review, I believe that it is time for to 
revisit how children are educated and provide avenues to re-infuse the enjoyment and 
imagination of teaching into elementary environments.  I now wonder, how the 
documented experiences from The School of Inspiration can be taken to encourage others 
on the path of reflection of essential learning and teaching. 
 As shown in this research on documentation, Baker, Aranda and McPheeters 
(2010) and Firlik (1996) also demonstrate that creating space and time for the use of 
documentation in the elementary classroom allows learning experiences to be purposeful 
and sustainable, supporting the interests, ideas and theories of children.  When children 
begin to interact with their environment and actively problem solve, building 
relationships and connections, they create a depth of understanding that cannot be seen 
from a simple standardized assessment.  Through negotiations with their knowledge and 
materials, children begin to take their knowledge beyond surface level coming to new 
considerations and understandings.   
 Once again I am transported back to my initial encounters with documentation 
and my journey through this research project.  My reflection takes me back to a casual 
conversation with Andrew in the beginning weeks of my study.  He stated, 
Usually I can’t even hear myself think in public schools.  In this school we’re like 
a family.  I wish all schools were like this school.  
Andrew’s statement is a reflection on the many experiences with documentation I 
encountered.  In this section I spoke of documentation in other environments being 
viewed as academic learning.  These beautiful words, along with the reflections of 
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children and teachers throughout this study exemplify the importance of documentation 
as a daily and reflective practice. 
 Each experience with documentation in this research study reignited an energy 
and passion, both in children and teachers.  Jane reminds us of where she found her 
energy and passion in documentation as an implication for us all to consider again and 
again,  
Where isn’t it.  I think that taking the camera and focusing on that small moment, 
it’s just an exploding jewel.  That’s high energy to be able to find that moment 
and have it mean something really significant in the telling of a story.  It’s 
exciting for us to be able to put the information out for other people who want to 
know what we’re doing.  Or to our parents to say, look what your kids doing, 
they’re brilliant!  There’s a thousand words in a photograph.  So I think that’s the 
excitement of it.  And also, our documentation is not just pictures, there are some 
things that are being created in the happening that are themselves the 
documentation.   
As I come to a close in this research and experience of documenting in The School of 
Inspiration, I find a new question emerges in me.  I begin to wonder, How can we 
encourage new and very experienced teachers along the path of daily reflection, where 
they take a step toward this way of pedagogical documentation and toward meaningful 
learning made visible?  This question pushes new boundaries and propels me forward 
beyond the limitations of an old and traditional mold of education.  Now inspired to cast 
pedagogical documentation into elementary education, I continue along in this journey of 
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teaching and learning and how to make the experiences of elementary education 
authentic, full of learning and joyful experiences for all.  
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